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HISTORIC AMERICAN LANDSCAPES SURVEY

THEODORE ROOSEVELT ISLAND
(Analostan Island, Mason’s Island)
HALS No. DC- 12

Potomac River, Washington, District of Columbia. Universal Transverse
Mercator (UTM) Coordinates (NAD 27):

Zone Easting Northing
Northwest corner: 18 320757 4307456
Northeast corner: 18 321247 4307385
Southeast corner: 18 321391 4306384
Southwest corner: 18 321125 4306501

Theodore Roosevelt Island is located in the Potomac River within the
geographic boundaries of the District of Columbia, between the Kennedy
Center for the Performing Arts and the city of Rosslyn, Virginia. The
channel between the island and the Virginia shore is commonly referred to
as the Little River, and the smaller island located immediately southwest
of Theodore Roosevelt Island is known as Little Island. Together the two
islands comprise an 88.5-acre naturalistic landscape unique among the
heavily urbanized environs. Although distinct, Little Island is managed as
a component of the larger Theodore Roosevelt Island. In turn, Theodore
Roosevelt Island falls under the auspices of the George Washington
Memorial Parkway, a component of the National Park Service. The
parkway runs parallel with the island along the Virginia shoreline to the
west, and a pedestrian bridge facilitates access to the island across the
Potomac River. Visitor parking is provided in a parking lot accessible
from the northbound lanes of the George Washington Memorial Parkway.
Motorists are required to park their vehicles and enter the island via the
footbridge. Pedestrians may also access the footbridge by the 18.5-mile
Mount Vernon Trail, which runs between Theodore Roosevelt Island and
George Washington’s Mount Vernon estate in Alexandria, Virginia. The
Theodore Roosevelt Memorial Bridge, a section of U.S. Interstate 66,
crosses the island near its southern terminus.

Theodore Roosevelt Island exists as a wooded haven amidst the dense
development of Washington, D.C., to the cast and northern Virginia to the
west. Several major commuter routes, including the parkway, Interstate
66, VA Route 110, and DC/V A Route 50, also surround the island.
Airplanes descend overhead to Ronald Reagan National Airport in
Alexandria, Virginia, oftentimes one every two minutes. Despite these
modern distractions, and in large part directly because of them, Theodore
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Roosevelt Island was conceived of as a national memorial to the
conservationist president, to be maintained “as a natural park for the
recreation and enjoyment of the public.” Once inside the wooded interior
of the island, the visitor can easily imagine himself far removed from the
frenetic pace and imposing character of the capital city, at least for a time.

Theodore Roosevelt Island is dominated by a raised plateau spanning its
western and central sections. For ease of discussion and because of
historical precedent, this plateau is divided into north and south zones,
with the boundary defined as an imaginary line extending east from the
southernmost terminus of the pedestrian bridge. A marsh and swamp
covers the island’s eastern section, and has grown considerably over time.
Together with Little Island, the north plateau, south plateau, and marsh
(including the swamp) form the four principle landscape areas comprising
Theodore Roosevelt Island. All additional landscape elements are defined
and fixed on the ground in relation to these areas (Figure 1).

As part of the George Washington Memorial Parkway, Theodore
Roosevelt Island is managed by the National Park Service for the
enjoyment of the American people. The island is only accessible during
daylight hours, and the footbridge is closed at dusk. With the exception of
service vehicles, automobiles are not allowed on the island, bicycle riding
is likewise prohibited, and dogs must be leashed. Although the entire site
is maintained as a living monument to Theodore Roosevelt, the
architectural Theodore Roosevelt Memorial, located in the island’s
northwest section, specifically recalls the president’s immense character.
At the center of architect Eric Gugler’s open-air plaza, a 19°-10” tall
bronze statue sculpted by Paul Manship captures a young Roosevelt, arm
raised, during one of his many fiery orations. Four immense granite
monoliths provide a backdrop for the statue, each one inscribed with his
telling quotations on “Nature,” “Manhood,” “Youth,” and “The State.””

Although the largest memorial in Washington, D.C., Theodore Roosevelt
Island’s visitation is significantly lower than most NPS sites in the
National Capital Region. The island’s relative remoteness, distance from
Washington, D.C., Metro subway stations, and inaccessibility to
automobiles greatly contributes to this lowered visitation rate. Those who
do seek out the 1sland often do so with picnic baskets in hand or to hike
and jog the site’s nearly two miles of trails. In one way or another, all
come to the island out of an appreciation for nature, a fitting tribute to the
twenty-sixth president of the United States.

LU.S. Congress., An Act to Establish a Memorial to Theodore Roosevelt in the National Capital, Public —no. 146,
72nd Congress, 21 May 1932.
? See sheet 8 for full citations on monoliths.
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Theodore Roosevelt Island is significant as a national memorial to
Theodore Roosevelt and his devotion to the conservation of America’s
natural resources. However, the site also enjoys a rich history with several
additional periods of significance. Throughout its evolution, topography
and geology have always mandated settlement patterns on and the
development of the island landscape.

Archeological evidence shows that the island was in use by Native
American tribes from prehistory until the early eighteenth century.
Furthermore, the island’s alternate name of Analostan likely originated
through an association with the Necostin (Anacostian) Indians. In 1717,
Revolutionary Patriot George Mason IV, author of the Virginia Bill of
Rights, acquired the island and established a ferry there in 1748. His son,
John Mason, developed the island as a plantation estate and built a
causeway connecting with the Virginia coast and a large Classical
Revival-style mansion, also named Analostan. The alternate historical
name of Mason’s Island stems from the Mason family’s ownership of the
site.” Later, during the Civil War, Union forces occupied Theodore
Roosevelt Island, and in the summer of 1863 it quartered the 1st United
States Colored Troops, an African American regiment composed of free
blacks and escaped slaves. From May 1864 to June 1865, a freedmen’s
refugee camp occupied much of the island, including the Mason mansion.

Following a long period of transient ownership, short-term tenancy, and
disuse, the Roosevelt Memorial Association (RMA) purchased the island
in 1931 as a national memorial to the former president. The following year
the RMA gave the island to the federal government, but maintained
planting and development rights. From 1932-47 the RMA retained
renowned landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. to replant the
island as a planned wilderness “to be preserved as nearly as possible as in
its natural state.” This concept of designed nature 1s significant in that it
forces people to rethink the human relationship with the natural world, and
indeed, what constitutes nature. Less abstractly, the planting plan, carried
out by Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) workers, “represents one of the
most complete expressions of Olmsted’s ideals on scenic preservation,
through his attempt to recreate the island’s presumed former appearance
so that it could continue its natural evolution to a stable, ‘climax’ forest.”””

? The island continued to be commonly referred to as both Analostan and Mason’s Island throughout the nineteenth
century and into the first three decades of the twentieth century. Throughout this report, “Analostan,” “Mason’s
Island,” and “Theodore Roosevelt Island™ denote the same property. Generally, when one of the three titles appears
in the historical record, that title 1s repeated in this report.

1 “Roosevelt Park Bill Is Approved,” newspaper clipping from file “Theodore Roosevelt Island, 1900-1949,”
District of Columbia Public Library, Martin Luther King, Ir., Branch, Washingtoniana Collection.

* Kay Fanning, “National Register of Historic Places Registration Form: Theodore Roosevelt Island,” (Washington,
D.C.: US. Dept. of the Interior, National Park Service, 1999), 30.
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Finally, Gugler’s plaza and Manship’s Theodore Roosevelt sculpture

represent a distinct step in the development of presidential memorials
within Washington, D.C.

PART [ HISTORICAL INFORMATION

A. Physical History
1. Dates of Establishment
a. Prehistory and Early History to 1717

From prehistory until the eighteenth century, several Algonquin-speaking Native American
tribes inhabited the Potomac River valley. Fishing and farming villages dotted the river from
below Great Falls to its terminus in Chesapeake Bay.® In 1711, Swiss explorer Baron Christoph
von Graffenried traveled through the Potomac valley during an unsuccessful attempt to settle a
group of Swiss and German immigrants in North Carolina. Regarding the future Theodore
Roosevelt Island, he recorded that it was “all cut out of rock. Above it is a very fine and good
soil, sufficient to support a whole family. Indians live there. One could make an impregnable fort
of it.”’ Although von Graffenried did not distinguish the island by name, seventeenth and
eighteenth century maps identify the island as “Anacostien.”® Likewise, “Anacosta Island” had
been used %s a landmark in meets and bounds descriptions of Virginia deeds and wills since at
least 1657.

During his adventures in the Chesapeake Bay region in the 1620s and 1630s, English Captain
Henry Fleet referred to the Necostin Indians, although he did not give their location.'® According
to historians Nan and Ross Netherton, the Necostin, or An.‘:lcos‘[ilrl,11 people lived on and near the
island, and were part of the Powhatan confederacy, a loose alliance which briefly united some
thirty eastern Virginia Native American tribes in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth

® Tbid., 2. For additional information on the Native American inhabitants of the Potomac River valley, see Stephen
R. Potter, Commoners, Tribute, and Chiefs: The Development of Algonguin Culture in the Potomac Valley
(Charlottesville, Va.: University Press of Virgina, 1994).

7 Christoph Von Graffenried, Christoph Von Graffenried’s Account of the Founding of New Bern, ed. and trans.
Vincent H. Todd and Julius Goebel (Raleigh: Edwards & Broughton Printing Co., 1920), 391.

® Augustin Herrmann, Virginia and Maryiand as it is Planted and Inhabited in the Present Year 1670 (London: Aug.
Herman [sic] and Thomas Withinbrook, 1673), map, portion reproduced in Netherton, “Delicate Beauty,” 10a; John
Senex, A New Map of Virginia, Marylond, and Improved Parts of Pennsvivania & New Jersey (London: sn., 1719),
map, Library of Congress, Maryland Maps: Early Works to 1800, http://hdl loc.gov/loc.gmd/g3790.ct002126
(accessed 20 July 2007).

? Nan Netherton, “Delicate Beauty and Burly Majesty: The Story of Theodore Roosevelt Island,” rev. draft
(unpublished report, U.S. Dept. of the Interior, National Park Service, March 1980}, 10.

1% JTames F. Duhamel, “Analostan Island,” in Records of the Columbia Historical Society 35-36 (1935): 133.

' Also known as the Anacostien and Anacostan. According to Duhamel, Captain John Smith wrote of the
Nacoochtank Indians inhabiting the Potomac River Vallev in the seventeenth century. This spelling appears to be a
variation of Nacotchtanke, an alternate name for the Necostins.
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centuries.'” The earliest titles given the island are presumably derivatives of the Anacostin name.
At the very least, two prehistoric sites excavated on Theodore Roosevelt Island in the summer of
1967 uncovered large quantities of pottery sherds, projectile points, animal bones, and similar
artifacts, giving tangible proof of a substantial, and most likely long-lived, Native American
presence on the island. 1

Until 1632 the English Crown claimed sole title to Theodore Roosevelt Island and the
surrounding lands. Then, in that year, King Charles I granted Cecilius Calvert, Second Lord
Baltimore, a land patent for much of the colony of Maryland.* Several seventeenth and
eighteenth century records describe the island as “My Lord’s Island,” presumably a designation
used by Calvert as a sign of respect for his benefactor.”” On 21 July 1680, Charles Calvert, Third
Lord Baltimore, granted the island to Captain Randolph Brandt of Charles County, Maryland, as
payment for protecting colonists from hostile Indians.'® The grant, certified 29 April 1682,
stipulated that Brandt was to receive “one certain parcel of land being an island lying in the
Patomack River near the falls of said river . . . known by the name of the Anacostian Ile and
containing by estimate 75 acres more or less to be held of Zackiah Manor called Barbadoes.”"’
The relationship with Zackiah Manor, a separate holding created at the mouth of the nearby
Wicomico River in 1667, is uncertain, but Brandt, an emigrant from Barbadoes in the West
Indies, also referred to the island as Barbadoes.'® Upon his death in 1698 or 1699, Brandt left the
island to his daughter and son-in-law, Margaret and Francis H.‘:urnmersley,19 who in turn sold
“Annalostian Island” to George Mason III in 1717 for £35 sterling.” The island came to be
known as Analostan, apparently an outgrowth of the earlier Native American derived names.

b. Mason Family Ownership, 1717-1833

From 1717-1833 the prominent Mason family of Virginia owned Theodore Roosevelt Island, and
during this period it began to be referred to as Mason’s Island.”! When George Mason III died

12 Nan Netherton and Ross Netherton, Arlington County in Virginia: A Pictorial History (Norfolk: The Donning Co.,
1987), 14.

B Harvard G. Ayers, “Report of Archeological Testing of the Site of TRI #1 on Theodore Roosevelt Island, with an
Addendum, A History of Theodore Roosevelt Island by Edith Moore Sprouse™ (unpublished report, Catholic
University of America, 1967).

47 Harry Shannon [The Rambler, pseud.], “The Rambler’s Third Article on Early History of Analostan Island,”
Washington Star, 27 February 1921

" Duhamel, 134.

16 1. Harry Shannon [The Rambler, pseud.], “The Rambler Writes Second Article on History of Analostan Island,”
Washington Star, 6 February 1921; Mollie Somerville, “General John Mason of Analostan Island,” fron Worker 26
(spring 1962): 3.

17 Maryland Patents, vol. 21, p. 363, Maryland Hall of Records, Annapolis, Md., quoted in Netherton, “Delicate
Beauty,” 13.

1% Shannon, “The Rambler Writes Second Article on History of Analostan Island;” Fanning, 33.

¥ Mary E. Curry, “Theodore Roosevelt Island: A Broken Link to Early Washington, D.C. History,” Records of the
Columbia Historical Society 1971-1972 (1973): 19.

2 Netherton, 14.

21 Although the title of Mason’s Island was applied to the site throughout the nineteenth century, Analostan Island
persisted as its most common name. Likewise, its legal title remained Analostan Island until 21 May 1932, when
Congress officially re-designated it as Roosevelt Island.
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unexpectedly in 1735, he left his young son George Mason IV a substantial inheritance, which
included the island. He became a wealthy planter and Revolutionary statesman, best remembered
as the author of the 1776 Virginia Constitution and Declaration of Rights. As a Virginia delegate
to the United States Constitutional Convention in 1787, he led the movement to include a
statement of explicit individual rights as part of the United States Constitution. His efforts
culminated in the acceptance of the Bill of Rights as the first ten Constitutional Amendments,
largely based on the earlier Virginia Declaration of Rights. Neither George Mason settled on the
island, but in 1748 the younger established a ferry between Georgetown on the Maryland side of
the Potomac and one or more landings on the island’s north shore.** Around this time he also
constructed a two-story ferry house on the eastern end of the island’s north shore. Mason’s Ferry,
as it was called, operated until ca. 1867, and functioned as the only river crossing in the area
until 1809, when Long Bridge was constructed approximately one mile south of the island.
Attached to a thick cable anchored at both ends, small boats carried passengers, wagons,
livestock, and crops across the Potomac for over 150 vears. Armies also utilized Mason’s Ferry,
with English General Edward Braddock and his troops moving north in the spring of 1755 during
the French and Indian War, and the armies of Rochambeau and Lafayette while traveling to the
Revolutionary War Battle of Yorktown in 1781. George Washington used the ferry at least twice,
and probably frequently. During a crossing in 1795, a crowd of people lined the road from the
ferry landing in Georgetown to the M Street bridge as he passed. When the British marched on
and burned the federal buildings in Washington, D.C., during the summer of 1814, President
James Madison, members of his cabinet, and other notable citizens fled to Virginia via the ferry.
Among them was George Mason IV’s son, John Mason. 3

After George Mason IV died in 1792, the island passed to his fourth son, John Mason (1766-
1849), who became so closely associated with the property that his contemporaries often referred
to him as “John Mason of Analostan Island.”** An aquatint view of Washington issued on 1
September 1795, features a prominent view of the island, covered with trees and with no visible
improvements (Figure 2). Although the topography of the scene is romanticized, it most likely
captures the general appearance of the island around the time it passed into John Mason’s
possession.” Published 1 June 1801, but believed to have been painted shortly before the end of
the eighteenth century, a second aquatint with a nearly identical view as the first shows an
entirely different scene (Figure 3).” Much of the central portion of the island’s landscape has
been cleared, and two small, gable-roofed buildings are clearly visible. While it is not known
precisely when these structures were built, they appear to be part of John Mason’s late eighteenth
and early nineteenth-century conversion of the island into a functional plantation and rural estate.
Beginning on 16 January 1793 and continuing for several weeks, he advertised for “12 to 15
stout young Negro Fellows’ for a year’s employment in ‘the neighborhood of my Ferry-House’

2 The ferry was a lucrative venture, eaming a profit of $700 in 1818 alone. See David Bailie Warden, 4
Chorographical and Statistical Description of the District of Columbia: The Seat of the General Government of the
United States (Smith: Paris, 1816), 134.

B Zack Spratt, “Ferries in the District of Columbia,” Records of the Columbia Historical Society 53-56 (1959): 183-
87.

“ Somerville, 3.

* Reps, 46.

8 Thid., 64.
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opposite Georgetown.””’ These laborers, probably slaves, were presumably engaged in clearing
the land, and possibly constructing these buildings as well. By 1802, Mason had built a large
Classical Revival-style mansion, also named Analostan, on the southern portion of the island’s
central plateau (Figure 4). The two smaller buildings present in the 1801 aquatint appear to have
occupied approximately the same location. In 1936, the Historic American Buildings Survey
(HABS) conducted an archeological excavation of the mansion site under the direction of
architect Stuart M. Barnette, who fixed the positions of the mansion and four dependent
outbuildings (Figure 5). It is possible that the small buildings shown in the 1801 aquatint
correspond with two of these outbuildings. Moreover, due to the unusual location of its fireplace
and a curious vertical joint, Barnette speculated that the central room in the mansion’s west wing
might have once been “part of a small independent house built carlier than the remainder of the
building™*® (Figure 6). Therefore, it is also possible that one of the original buildings was later
built into the mansion itself. Finally, the original pair of buildings may have been erected as
temporary structures needed to house the laborers and supplies while work on the island
progressed.” In this case, one or both would likely have been dismantled and their materials
reused during construction of the mansion.

Although the mansion house is known to have existed by 1802, its precise date of construction is
unknown. Given the sequence of development described above, it probably dates to ca. 1797-
1802. Moreover, at least one of John and Anna Maria Mason’s’’ ten children, James Murray
Mason, is said to have been born there in 1798, although other accounts give Georgetown as his
place of birth.*! Regardless, the mansion, described as being of brick or brick and sandstone
construction, was a one-story building set atop a raised, rough hewn stone basement and topped
by gabled roofs.*” It was designed as a typical H-plan house, with two wings connected by a
central, five-bay main block. The H-plan design, particularly a one-story H-plan, was unusual,
although not unheard of, in America during this time. In general form and appearance, the design
for Analostan is reminiscent of Stratford Hall, although the latter, constructed in 1738, is a more
massive structure. However, only Analostan’s main block and west wing were actually built as
designed.

The mansion’s Classical Revival features were most clearly demonstrated in the pedimented
Distyle in antis temple entrance, centered on the front (north) facade of the main block and

27 Advertisements, Columbian Mirror and Alexandria Gazeite, 16, 19, and 23 January 1793; 2, 6, 9, and 16 February
1793, quoted in Willard J. Webb, “John Mason of Analostan Island,” The 4rlington Historical Magazine 5, no. 4
(October 1976): 24-25.

%8 Stuart M Bamette, “Descriptive Data on the Mason House,” in “General John Mason House, Analostan Island or
Theodore Roosevelt Island, Washington, District of Columbia™(Washington, D.C.: Historic American Buildings
Survey (HABS) No. DC-28, U.S. Dept. of the Interior, National Park Service, 1936), 21.

¥ Mason and his family would not likely have lived in their Georgetown residence during this time, and not on the
1sland.

% John and his wife Anna Maria Mason were married in July 1796. See Webb, 25.

! James Murray Mason would later achieve notoriety, and infamy, as the Confederate Commissioner to Great
Britain and France during the Civil War.

2 Barnette, “Descriptive Data on the Mason House,” 3; Somerville, 4.
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flanked by paired six-over-six sash windows.* While the main block’s windows were
rectangular and relatively unadorned, those on the west pavilion were significantly more detailed
and characterized by the use of the blind arch form. Here the main floor fenestration consisted of
three arched windows, each with sash glazed with nine lights and capped by a fanlight. Formal
architectural elements linked these windows together, including continuous imposts, round
arches springing above cach window, and blind panels inset below. Corresponding windows
illuminated the basement level, but with vertically-placed bars taking the place of window glaze

(Figure 7).

Although Analostan mansion is often referred to as a summer home, the Mason family did not
actually reside there during the hottest months, forced off the island by July due to the humid,
“sickly” weather.”® While several sources state that the Masons occupied the island for much of
the year, the firsthand account of architect Robert Mill’s visit contradicts this claim. According
to Mills, the island was “rather unhealthy in the fall months owing to being much surrounded
with marsh and low ground which is left by the tide exclusive of the thick fog which in the
spring and summer months lies on the river and rises with the sun.”* Writing in 1906, a
granddaughter of John Mason recalled that the family spent their winters in Georgetown or
Alexandria.>® Most likely, the Masons resided on the island only during the spring and early
summer. That John Mason could afford to build such a grand house and only utilize it for a
portion of the year demonstrates that he was among the wealthiest men in the region.

Both George Mason IV and his eldest son, George Mason V, owned and operated large
plantations in Stafford (now Fairfax) County, Virginia. George Mason IV, however, did not
desire that John should also become a planter, and from an early age groomed him for a career in
business. John Mason’s formal training began with a two-year apprenticeship in the counting
house of Alexandria merchant William Hartshorne. Shortly thereafter John established the
mercantile firm of Fenwick, Mason & Company in 1788 with James and Joseph Fenwick. The
firm transported and sold Maryland and Virginia tobacco to European agents and bought and
shipped European goods back to America. In 1788, Mason moved to Bordeaux, France, where
the firm’s headquarters was to be located. After only three years the business was flourishing,
and he returned in 1791. A year later, Mason opened an office of Fenwick, Mason & Company
in Georgetown, where he also owned a townhouse.”’ In 1793, he became one of the incorporators
and directors of the Bank of Columbia, and was appointed president in 1798. Due to falling
tobacco prices and persistent war in Europe, Fenwick, Mason & Company dissolved in 1800.

3 Distyle in antis is an architectural term meaning “to have two columns in front.” In the case of the Mason
mansion, the entrance included two freestanding columns and two flat pilasters.

* Anne Newport Royall, The Black Book: Or a Continuation of Travels in the United States, vol. 1 (Washington,
D.C.: printed for the author, 1828), 274.

**On 11 July 1803, architect Robert Mills visited Mason’s Island and offered this account of the conditions there.
See Robert Mills, “An Unpublished Diary of Robert Mills, 1803,” ed. Cohen Hennig, South Carolina Historical and
Genealogical Magazine 51 (October 1950): 193-94.

*® Virginia Mason, The Public Life and Diplomatic Correspondence of James M. Mason, with Some Personal
History by Virginia Mason (His Daughter) (New York and Washington, D.C.: Neale Publishing, 1906), 8-9.

3 Mason’s Georgetown residence was located at 25th and L streets and fronted Pennsylvania Avenue. See Duhamel,
140.
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Mason, however, continued as a successful businessman, operating a fishery and a quarry, and
regulating trade with Native American tribes as the Superintendent of the Bureau of Indian
Affairs. Beginning in 1796, he served thirty years in George Washington’s Potomack Canal
Company, first as a director and later as president. In these positions Mason directed many
improvements designed to make the river more navigable for trade and commerce vessels.
Between the years 1800-15 his Georgetown properties, including his townhouse, warechouse, and
wharf, were assessed at a value of $15,000. In June 1802, President Thomas Jefferson appointed
him to the rank of brigadier general in the newly created District of Columbia militia. Mason
resigned in April 1811, but he continued to use the title of general until his death in 1849. He
also remained active in military affairs, purchasing the Columbia Foundry in 1815. The foundry
was the sole supplier of government guns from 1800-09 and remained a leading supplier after
this time. During his lifetime John Mason counted among his business associates and personal
friends many of the most prominent individuals of the time, including Presidents Washington,
Jefferson, Madison and Monroe, Secretary of State (later Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme
Court) John Marshall, Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Stoddert, Architect of the Capitol
Will3i821m Thornton, and Louis Philippe, Duc d’Orleans and the last King of France (reigned 1830-
48).

Although John Mason was not, primarily, a planter, he was intensely interested in agriculture and
operated his island as a functional, largely self-sufficient plantation. In 1818, city survevyor
Robert King published a map of the city of Washington that included a detailed depiction of the
island at that time, some twenty years into Mason’s development of the landscape.” The
majority of the site was taken up by carefully laid-out fields of neatly planted, ordered rows of
crops, roughly divided between the smaller, private grounds south of the house, and the larger,
more public grounds to the north."” The kitchen garden, located to the south, consisted of several
acres of land planted with “culinary vegetables.” In addition to the kitchen outbuildings, slave
quarters and workshops were also located south of the house, with at least some reported along
“the island’s walled eastern shoreline.”* Cotton, maize, and possibly other crops were planted in
the large area north of the house. Writing in 1816, David Bailiec Warden recalled an 1811 visit to
Analostan Island, where he was much impressed with the varieties of cotton and maize that
Mason grew.43 His detailed account is worth quoting at length:

% For a thorough examination of the life of John Mason, see Webb, “John Masen of Analostan Island.”

¥ A Map of the City of Washington in the District of Columbia, Established as the Permanent Seat of the
Gavernment of the United States of America, from Actual Survey as Laid Out on the Ground, drawn by R[obert]
King and Engraved by C[onrad] Schwarz (Washington, D.C.: Rt. King, [1818]), engraving, Prints and Photographs,
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C., reproduced in Reps, 67. See sheet 1, box 2 for detail.

10 Although it is impossible to know if Robert King’s map precisely represents the island’s actual landscape,
contemporary accounts and the 1936 HABS fieldwork confirm that the map was reasonably accurate. In authoring
the HABS report, architect Stuart Bamette concluded that at the very least “the remnants of the planting and
topography as they exist today substantiate in principal the layout shown.” See Bamette, “Descriptive Data on the
Mason House,” 8.

" Royall, 273.

2 Somerville, 4.

¥ David Bailie Warden (1772-1845) emigrated from Ireland at a young age, and became a respected voice in the
cultural, scientific, and diplomatic circles of the United States. He carried on active correspondence with many of
the leaders of these fields, including Thomas Jefferson, Albert Gallatin, Baron Alexander von Humboldt, Joseph
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General Mason cultivates, for the use of his family, a species of cotton of the colour of
nankeen [yellow or buff], which is spun and woven with facility, and wears well without
losing its natural hue. Great pains were taken fo prevent its sexual intercourse with other
species of cotton, and yet its colour is not uniform. Some pods have a shade of vellow,
others are whitish, and must be separated from those of the natural nankeen colour . . .
General Mason, not knowing how he obtained this species of cotton, conjectured that the
seeds had been brought from China or India. On my voyage to France, on board the
Constitution frigate, I was one day perusing a small volume, entitled, “An Epitome of the
History of Malta and Gozo,” by Charles Wilkinson; in which it is stated, that three types
of cotton are there cultivated, and that one, imported from the Anfilles, is of a cinnamon
colour. Mr. Morris, first lieutenant of the frigate, with whom I happened to converse on
this subject, informed me, that he had carried some of the seeds of this species to General
Mason, from his brother-in-law then at Naples, and not finding the former at home when
he called to deliver the present, he left the seed, without any indication concerning its
origin

This author observes, that the seed is sown in April; that the head of the plant is cut in
September to let the cotton spread, which is gathered in October; that the plants are left
in the ground three or four years, and are staked every spring, like raspberry plants in
England; that this method saves the trouble of annual sowing and cultivation; and he
adds, that a square piece of fruitful soil, containing four hundred and twenty geometrical
vards produces five hundred pounds of cotton.

The soil of General Mason’s land, and of neighboring tracts of land, is good for cotton,
but the summer is not long enough to bring the plant to maturity; and it is liable to be
infured by frost before it is ripe.

General Mason cultivates a species of maize (zea-mays), the leaves of which, of a deep
purple colour, are employed as a dye. For this purpose they are gathered before the
grain ripens, when they contain the greatest quantity of sap. With mordants of alum and
copperas, wool is dyed different shades of purple. The plant is vigorous, and has a great
number of grains. I had the honour of presenting some of the seeds to the Fmpress
Josephine,™ who sowed them with her own hand in the gardens of Malmaison, where
they gave a luxuriant produce.45

John Mason may have sold limited quantities of this cotton or maize when not required for
domestic use, but when, or in what quantities, 1s unknown. However, he also raised Spanish
Merino sheep as a commercial venture. The British embargo on wool and wool clothing exports
to the United States prior to the War of 1812 led to the “Merino Craze,” as from 1809-11 the
Diplomatic Corps imported approximately 3,500 sheep from Portugal to bolster the primitive

Gay-Lussac, Washington Irving, and Alexander Dallas Bache. For additional information, see David Bailie Warden,
David Bailie Warden Family Papers, ed. Bayly Ellen Marks (Baltimore: Maryland Historical Society, 1970).

* Joséphine de Beauharnais (1763-1814), Empress of the French and first wife of Napoléon Bonaparte.

4 Warden, 4 Chorographical and Statistical Description, 141-44.
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American woolen industry.*® Mason fully embraced this business opportunity by acquiring a
herd of his own.” In 1810, he sold thirty ewes, and in 1811 Warden recorded that Mason owned
fifteen sheep (five rams and ten ewes) of the Infantado, Paular, Viadillo, and Guadaloupe
breeds.*® His reputation as a successful sheep breeder was greatly bolstered through his
involvement in the Columbia Agricultural Society, one of the first such groups organized in the
United States. He played an active role in the Society’s founding in 1809, functioned as a
member of its standing committee in 1810 and 1811, and participated in its semi-annual
exhibitions and fairs. In both the 1811 and 1812 competitions his entries in the fine-wooled lamb
category earned first-place honors. His wife, Anna, also successfully competed in the fairs,
winning three times in 1810 for her entries in the cotton cloth, hempen or flaxen table linen, and
cotton or thread stockings categories.49 The cotton she used was almost certainly the nankeen
variety grown on the island. John Mason also undoubtedly touted the utility of his purple maize
as a wool dye during these events.

With the income generated by his ferry and other business ventures, John Mason enjoyed the
freedom to dabble in experimental agriculture without any great need for a return on his
investments. Although the plantation was functional, and largely self-sufficient, he was not
dependent on its products.’® The whole of Mason’s farming enterprise, including the Merino
sheep, essentially amounted to a leisure pursuit, a diversion from his business life in
Georgetown. The island served as a setting for this pastime, but also as a rural retreat, a place for
the family to relax and entertain guests. In keeping with this second role, John Mason developed
a series of pleasure grounds, orchards, gardens, lawns, and ornamental structures so charming
that during an 1828 visit Anne Newport Royall lauded the landscape as “the most enchanting
spot I ever beheld.””!

Before 1807, travelers typically arrived on the island by way of the ferry, and those wishing to
continue on to Virginia were forced to charter private crafts to carry them across the Little River.
In that year, however, the Georgetown Common Council authorized a causeway built atop a
dam®? to be constructed at public expense from the Virginia shore to the island’s northwest
corner.” A short road across the northern tip of the island connected the causeway and ferry
landing, creating a single, heavily traveled route across the Potomac River. Both Warden and
Rovall traveled across the causeway to reach the island. As with most visitors, they approached

6 V. Ross, Sheep Production and Management (Englewood Cliffs, N.T.: Prentice Hall, 1989): 26-27.

Y7 The sheep grazed north of the house, possibly in the large, mostly open area shown to the far northwest on the
1818 King map.

*® Warden, 4 Chorographical and Statistical Description, 151,

¥ Curry, 21-22.

*® Fanning, 37.

1 Royall, 273. Anne Newport Royall is often regarded as the first professional woman journalist in the United
States. She traveled extensively and briefly visited John Mason and his family on the island. For more information
on Royal’s life and career, see Cynthia Harman, “An Uncommon Scold: Treasure-Talk Describes Life of Anne
Rovall,” Library of Congress Information Bulletin 56, no. 1 (January 2000):

http:/fwww . loc.gov/loc/lcib/0001 /royall. html (accessed 7 November 2007).

* Somerville records that the causeway was 380 feet long and authorized by Congress to divert the flow of the
Potomac River because soil deposits had accumulated near Georgetown and were ruining river navigation. See
Somerville, 5.

* Duhamel, 142-43.
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the mansion from the north, via a formal, tree-lined alee. The orchards were located here, and
Warden noted that the “blossoms of the cherry, apple, and peach trees, of the hawthorn and
aromatic shrubs, filled the air with their fragrance.”* This long, formal entrance served to
separate the Mason family’s private space from the public traffic to the north, and to aggrandize
the mansion at the end of the drive. A semicireular line of trees both further dramatized the act of
approach and screened the mansion’s north elevation.”” The corresponding alee stretching south
from the mansion to the island’s southern tip further illustrates the landscape’s linear design.

This arrangement highlighted the island’s role as a cultural landscape, where human
relationships both shaped and were shaped by the physical environment. Moreover, in the words
of architectural historian Dell Upton, the cultural landscape of Mason’s Island was “articulated”
as well as “processional.”® As with the processional design, this articulation began with the
placement of the mansion house. John Mason’s residence occupied the most prominent position
on the island, a promontory some 50° above the river’s waterline.”” From this point he could look
down over his entire estate, while the agricultural workers, servants, and slaves quite literally
looked up to him. Welcomed guests proceeded up to the house, and in the process elevated
themselves physically and socially to the level of the Masons. Conversely, typical outbuildings
were also erected on the island, such as a kitchen, icehouse, barns, workshops, cellars,
storerooms, privies, and slave quarters.”® Each would have held a lower position on the ground
relative to the mansion, and therefore visually reinforced the island’s social hierarchy. Those
who lived and worked in these places, or out in the fields, were simply not on par with the
Mason family or their guests. An individual’s social status was therefore made abundantly clear
through the processes of articulation and procession, and in turn this social position determined
his or her placement on the ground, whether looking up from below or down from above.

The orchards, pastureland, and cultivated fields spread out north of the house, while terraced
lawns and gardens were arranged to the south. In addition to the substantial kitchen gardens, this
private area included a second garden adjacent to the mansion, which Royall noted was
“appropriated to flowers, shrubs, grapes, and every rare plant, consisting of the various species of
the four quarters of the globe!” Warden also commented on a garden “ornamented with a
variety of trees and shrubs, and, in the midst, there is a lawn covered with a beautiful verdure.
He then went on to describe a “rural dance™ held on the island in July 1811, before the Mason’s
eldest son, John, Jr., departed for France. This event was probably typical of the parties the
Masons hosted.

5560

*Warden, 4 Chorographical and Statistical Description, 136-37.

** Fanning, 38.

% Dell Upton, “White and Black Landscapes in Eighteenth-Century Virginia,” in Material Life in America, 1600-
1860, ed. Robert Blair St. George (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1988), 363.

" Warden, 4 Chorographical and Statistical Description, 136.

* Several historical and contemporary sources mention the existence of outbuildings, but are extremely vague in
their descriptions and locations. The structures listed here are among the most common outbuildings of the period,
were present on most estates, and would have been found on the 1sland.

* Royall, 273.

8 Warden, A Chorographical and Statistical Description, 157.
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The young people danced on the lawn. Tea, coffee cakes, fresh and preserved fruits, were
presented to the guests, who sat or walked about conversing, or silently admiring the
dance under the shade of trees, illuminated by lamps, which were half obscured by the
bright light of the moon. The summer-house is shaded by oak and linden-trees, the
coolness and tranquility of which invite to contemplation. The refreshing breezes of the
Potomac, and the gentle murmuring of its waters against the rocks, the warbling of birds,
and the mournful aspect of weeping-willows, inspire a thousand varied sensations.®!

John Mason’s two eldest daughters were also married on the island, with the ceremonies likely
held on the ornamental grounds south of the house. Sarah Maria Mason (1800-90) wed one Sam
Cooper here on 4 April 1827, and later that year Virginia Mason (1802-38) married her cousin,
George Mason of Greenspring, Virginia, on 23 October.”

Although the Mason mansion is sometimes referred to as a summer-house in order to
differentiate it from their Georgetown residence, Warden refers to the mansion as simply “the
house™ throughout the account of his visit. His use of the term summer-house therefore indicates
a separate structure, likely an open-air entertainment area such as a gazebo or pergola. Although
he does not give its precise location, he does state that, “A few feet below the summer-house the
rocks afford seats, where those who are fond of fishing may indulge in this amusement.”® Given
this description, the summer-house was situated somewhere along the island’s coast. The
southernmost tip is a probable location, as the south tree-lined alee leads from the mansion
direC;[iy to this point, bisecting the private gardens and incorporating a circular parterre along the
way.

Although John Mason extensively developed the island as a plantation estate and picturesque
retreat, he also retained portions of its former natural landscape. A large crescent-shaped marshy
swamp dominated the northeast coast, stretching inland and as far south as the tree line
immediately north of the mansion. Cultivation was clearly impossible here; plantation fields
ended abruptly all along the irregular edge. Mason also maintained a forested edge around the
island’s perimeter, including the interior edge of the swamp. These trees, remnants of the native
woodland, provided a means of concealing the estate from ferry traffic and ships on the Potomac.
This screen was only broken immediately east of the mansion, to afford a view across the river to
Washington. As Royall observed:

The margin of the island is fringed with natural growth, and forms innumerable
grotesque coppices, of subtle, whimsical figures, some entwined with the wild grape, form
beautiful bowers and recesses, on the very brink of the river. Those natural bowers
completely shut out the rays of the sun.*’

' Thid., 157-158.

%2 National Intelligencer, 9 April and 30 October 1827,

% Warden, 4 Chorographical and Statistical Description, 158,
% Barnette, “Descriptive Data on the Mason House,” 8.

% Royall, 273.
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Likewise, Warden gave an extensive list of the plants and animals he saw on the island during
his visit. In most cases he does not give specific locations, but it is clear that he is not describing
the gardens, orchards, or plantation fields. The following list summarizes the native vegetation
believed to be present on the island in 1811.%¢

¢ Different species of oak (Quercus), walnut (Juglans), mulberry (Morus), poplar (Populus),
locust (Gleditsia and Robinia), ash (Fraxinus), willow (Salix), the papaw (Anona triloba) and
spindle tree (Orchidocarpum triloba) “owing to the seeds brought by stream from mountainous
regions.”

¢  White oak (Quercus alba), with one notable specimen near the summer-house attaining a
one-foot trunk diameter.

e A gpecies of eglantine” thirty feet in length and three inches in diameter supported by a tree
near the causeway.®’

e Poison oak (Rhus toxicodendron), Virginia jessamine (Rhus vernixe), several species of
milkweeds (4sclepias), redbud (Cercis Canadensis), and sassafras tree (Laurus sassafras) were
located at various points around the island.

Warden also devoted several pages to describing the wild animals he encountered on the island:
terrapin (Testudo concentrica), snapping turtle (Testudo ferox), painted tortoise (Emys picta),
streaked tortoise (Emys virgulata), muskrat (Castor zibethicus), cat-bird (Muscicapa vertice
nigro), partridge (Phasianidae), humming bird (Trochilus colubris), crow (Gracula quiscula),
and several other birds. He also noted that deer (Cervus), wild turkey (Meleagris gallopavo),
canvas-back duck (4nas ferna), and wild (Canada) goose (dnser Canadensis), while prevalent
fifty years early, had since disappeared. Mason’s development of the island no doubt caused this
extirpation.68

John Mason’s wealth allowed him and his family to hold this lofty place in society. However,
beginning in 1815 he endured a series of poor investments and business ventures. He mortgaged
the island to the Branch Bank of the United States on 31 December 1825, executing a deed of
trust to secure notes in the sum of $28,560, and gave another trust on the island in 1829.%
Unable to pay back his debts, the bank foreclosed on the island and 1,800 acres of Mason’s land
in northern Virginia, although it became polite convention among local residents to attribute his
departure to the terrible mosquitoes present on the island during the summer months.”’ This
apocryphal story has been passed down and appears in several accounts of Theodore Roosevelt

% Warden, 4 Chorographical and Statistical Description, 139-41.

%7 This reference is unclear. Warden may be describing sweetbriar (Rosa eglanteria), but this member of the rose
family typically only grows to six feet in height. See Liberty Hyde Bailey and Ethyl Hyde Bailey, “Rosa
eglanteria,” n Hortus Third: 4 Concise Dictionary of Plants Cultivated in the United States and Canada, revised
and expanded by the staff of the Liberty Hyde Bailey Hortorium, Cornell Unmiversity (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Co., Inc., 1976), 975.

% Tbid., 144-50.

% J. Harry Shannon [The Rambler, pseud.] “The Rambler Traces the History of Analostan Island from Early Days,”
Washington Star, 6 March 1921.

" Webb, 27-34.
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Island written in the twentieth century.”" John Mason retired to Clermont, a family farm in
Fairfax County, Virginia, where he died in 1849 at the age of eighty-two.

c. Post-Mason Use, 1833-1861

Following the departure of the Mason family, Theodore Roosevelt Island passed among a series
of short-term owners. On 30 July 1834, while the Bank of the United States still held title to the
island, a balloon ascension took place from the “Analostin Gardens.”’” A grandstand capable of
holding 6,000-7,000 spectators had been specially built for the occasion. While a popular
success, the ascension proved a financial disaster for the event’s promoter, Nicholas Ash.
Evidently the grandstand was far from filled, since people lined the neighboring river banks,
hillsides, roofs, and tree tops to watch rather than pay the 50-cent admission fee. Even so, a
second balloon ascension, combined with a fireworks display, was seen that fall. ”

The bank conveyed the island in trust to Richard Smith in 1838, who held the property for
twelve common tenants. In 1842, one of these tenants, John Carter of Georgetown, purchased the
island from the bank for $8,600.” Together with Alexander Garden, Carter brought the land
under commercial cultivation. Carter supplied the financial capital, while Garden lived on-site
and supplied the workers employed to cultivate the fields. This venture consisted of 400 peach
trees, 150 rose bushes, and varying numbers of asparagus, carrots, parsley, and rhubarb plan‘[s.?6

Carter died in 1850, and two years later William A. Bradley, former mayor of Washington and
current city postmaster, purchased the island for $2,571.50, over $6,000 less than the sum Carter
had paid nine years earlier. One reasonable explanation for such a drastic drop in value is that the
causeway had recently been severely damaged by an 1852 flood, and cost several thousand
dollars to repair. However, as with the initial construction, this work was paid for at public
expense.” Regardless, the soil was presumably still productive, as Bradley rented the majority of
the island to tenant farmers. The low sale price is particularly surprising given that the island
typically rented for $900 to $1,000 per year, providing a quick return on the investment. Bradley
also developed a portion of the island as a resort destination, and built a dancing saloon, known
from later reports to have adjoined the mansion. He also constructed two wharves, one on the
north coast and the other on the east side of the island.” Jacob Powers, a tenant from 1859-63,
received a reduction on his rent in exchange for constructing the resort buildings, trimming
ornamental trees and shrubs, maintaining the grounds, and making repairs to the Mason-era

" Duhamel, 144; Robert G. Ferris, The Presidents: From the Inauguration of George Washington 1o the
Inauguration of Jimmy Carter: Historic Places Commemoraling the Chief Fxecutives of the United States
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of the Interior, National Park Service, 1977), 385.

" Curry, 24.

7 Netherton, “Delicate Beauty and Burly Majesty,” 41.

™ Richard Smith, cashier of the office of discount and deposit of the Bank of the United States at the city of
Washington, accepted John Mason’s first deed of trust to the Bank of the United States. See Shannon, “The Rambler
Traces the History of Analostan Island from Early Days.”

” Curry, 25.

" Ibid.

" Webb, 144.

8 Thid.
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structures. Bradley presumably incorporated the still extant mansion, outhouses, cellars,
icehouse, barn, and stables into his development scheme.”” On 5 August 1859, the National
Intelligencer published a short article praising the resort.

ANALOSTAN ISLAND — One among the many places of resort during the summer season
for pic-nic and other pleasure parties is the above-named island. Situated immediately
opposite Georgetown, and to the west of our city, it is easy of access from all directions.
A pleasure seeker has only to take the omnibus to Georgetown, then go down High street
to the river, where he will always find a boat in readiness to take him across to the
island. The situation is beautiful, and every convenience is o be found on the island that
is conducive of pleasure to the excursionist. The pavilion is large and well built,
immediately adjoining a large three-story brick house, which affords ample protection in
case of rain, besides furnishing dining and other rooms appropriate to such an
establishment. The proprietors are gentlemanly and obliging, and always succeed in
sending their visitors home well pleased.®

The mention of the “three story brick house™ may refer to a large building located west of the
mansion, or another structure to the northwest of the mansion site. Bradley’s name appears above
the former in an 1861 map drawn by city survevor Albert Boschke (Figure 8). It is also possible
that the newspaper was inaccurate, and the three story building in question was actually the one
story Mason mansion. In this case, the pavilion would correspond with Bradley’s dancing saloon.
No further information is available to help settle the matter, but in March 1921, Washington Star
columnist J. Harry Shannon (““The Rambler”) mentioned that the “pavilion of Tony Rodier,” was
present on the island during this time.®" Shannon also recorded that the resort’s success was due
in large part to the efforts of its manager, well-known Georgetown restaurateur Tony Poor.®’

d. Civil War-era Occupation and Use, 1861-1865

Following the outbreak of the Civil War in April 1861, Union troops occupied Mason’s Island
that May.* These soldiers departed a vear later, in May 1862, but the Army returned to the
island in September. These second occupants were members of the Commissary Department,
who appear to have operated a storage or distribution camp on the island’s northern section until
the end of the war.* A ca. 1865 photograph depicts a small complex of buildings and one long,
largely windowless structure, most likely a warchouse, in the vicinity of the old Mason ferry
house (Figure 9).%° By mid-May 1863, the island also served as the camp and training grounds

" Ibid.

80 « Analsotan Island,” National Intelligencer, 5 August 1859.

# Shannon, however, did not explain who this man was or indicate where the pavilion was located. See, J. Harry
Shannon [The Rambler, pseud.], “The Rambler Writes of the Charm of Historic Old Analostan,” Waskington Star,
20 March 1921.

8 J. Harry Shannon [The Rambler, pseud.], “The Rambler Reviews and Old Story about Analostan and Its People,”
Washington Star, 13 March 1921.

8 Civil War-era records typically refer to the island as Mason’s Island, and this naming convention is repeated
throughout the following section of the report.

# Curry, 25-26.

8 Tbid.; Fanning, 40.
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for the 1st District of Columbia Colored Volunteers, an African American regiment composed of
local black enlisted men and white officers.

Following President Abraham Lincoln’s emancipation of all slaves residing in the District of
Columbia on 16 April 1862, the number of fugitive slaves, commonly called “contrabands,”
escaping to Washington increased dramatically.®® Lincoln followed with the Emancipation
Proclamation in January 1863, which, in addition to freeing the slaves held in Confederate
territory, also made possible black enlistment in the Union Army. Thousands more slaves
escaped and moved north. As the war progressed, the area comprising Washington, D.C., and
Alexandria, Virginia, became the principal supply center for the entire eastern theater, and the
military, government contractors, and private businesses all utilized this influx of freedmen to
meet the demands of the war effort.*” During the spring of 1863, two white Army chaplains, J. D.
Turner and W. G. Raymond, began lobbying the president to raise a regiment from the District’s
swelling African American population. Lincoln approved their request and in the first week of
May 1863 the two men began recruiting for the 1st District of Columbia Colored Volunteers.
Scores of contrabands enlisted, and the chaplains also recruited soldiers from hospitals, prisons,
and temporary refugee camps.88 These new recruits made their first public appearance less than
two weeks later, marching through the streets of Washington on the afternoon of 15 May. As the
Washington Star reported:

They numbered some forty or fifty and wore a red, white and blue badge. Some of them,
however, in addition to the badge, wore also a cockade composed of the same colors.
They seemed to bear their honors well, notwithstanding the derisive marks they met with
as they marched along — coming in several instances from those of their own color. The
drillmaster — as we presume — a colored man, seemed to appreciate the dignity of his
position to the fullest.”’

As insulting as these “derisive remarks™ no doubt were, the new soldiers could expect far worse
at the hands of Confederate troops or even the common citizenry. On 21 August 1862, the
Confederate War Department issued General Order No. 60, which established that black soldiers
were nothing more than armed slaves in rebellion and would not be treated as prisoners of war.
Nevertheless, black recruitment into the Union Army began, most notably through the formation
of the 54th Massachusetts Volunteers of African Descent and the Louisiana Native Guard. On 1
May 1863, the Confederate government responded by issuing Congressional Resolution S2, “On

% In mid-May 1861, the first fugitive slaves arrived at the Federal outpost of Fortress Monroe, Virginia, seeking
protection from recapture. Union General Benjamin F. Butler, commander of the Department of Virginia, granted
this request by employing them as laborers and assistants. Based on their service, he declared the slaves to be
contrabands of war, and therefore exempt from the fugitive slave law. This practice quickly became widespread
throughout the Union Army, and by the end of the Civil War the government had thousands of “contrabands™
employed as soldiers and in military support positions. See Ira Berlin et al., eds., Freedom: 4 Documentary History
of Emancipation, 1861-1867, ser. 1, vol. 2, The Wartime Genesis of Free Labor: The Upper South (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 85.

7 Tbid., 244

¥ . R. Gibbs, Black, Copper, and Bright: The District of Columbia’s Black Civil War Regiment (Silver Spring,
Md.: Three Dimensional Publishing, 2002), 24-31.

¥ “Tirst Appearance of the Negro Soldiers,” Washington Star, 15 May 1863.
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the Subject of Retaliation,” which reiterated the earlier policy and stated that captured black
soldiers would be executed or sold into slavery.90 Furthermore, although Washington was the
seat of the Federal government, it was also a southern city with many residents sympathetic to
the Confederate cause, and overtly hostile to the massive influx of African Americans. In this
climate, racially motivated violence was not uncommon. In an effort to avoid such an altercation,
the first two companies of volunteers were quickly relocated to Mason’s Island on 19 May.”!
Historian Margaret Leech notes that this removal was so secret that the white recruiting officers
were barred from visiting the island under penalty of arrest, and that President Lincoln himself
“did not know where the colored soldiers were encamped, but had been driving around
Washington with Mrs. Lincoln, trying to find them.”* Despite this secrecy, a gang discovered
their location and attacked in early June, severely wounding several soldiers before a detachment
of Massachusetts troops arrived to protect them.” The violence was probably spurred at least in
part by War Department General Order No. 143, which, through the establishment of the Bureau
of Colored Troops on 22 May 1863, allowed African Americans to serve in the Union Army as
regular soldiers rather than volunteers. By 30 June, ten companies had been formed, all stationed
on the island.”* On this day, the 1st District of Columbia Colored Volunteers was officially re-
designated the 1st United States Colored Troops (1st USCT), the first African American
regiment formally mustered into federal service.”

While encamped on the island, most soldiers of the 1st USCT were housed in typical military
barracks: long, narrow, lightweight balloon-frame structures.”® The regiment’s officers likely
inhabited the Mason mansion and surviving outbuildings, and instructed their men in military
etiquette, marching, guard duty, and the proper use and care of fircarms. When properly trained
and outfitted with Union uniforms, the troops enjoyed a greater degree of public respect, were
able to parade as units in the streets of Washington, and were gradually accepted as soldiers by
white troops and the general citizenry.”” On 11 July 1863, poet Walt Whitman visited the
Mason’s Island camp on the occasion of the soldiers’ first payment for military service. His diary
entry for that date, although tinged with racial overtones, records his impression of the 1st
USCT, and sums up both the grudging respect that the men earned and the pride they felt in their
new status as soldiers.

Now the paying is to begin. The Major (paymaster) with his clerk seat themselves at a
table — the rolls are before them — the money box is opened — there are packages of five,

*® Gibbs, 33.
! Company A and Company B were first stationed on Mason’s Island on 19 May 1863. See Jane B. Hewett, ed.,
Supplement to the Official Record of the Union and Confederate Armies, Part 2: Record of Events and Itineraries,
vol. 77, ser. 89 (Wilmington, NC: Bradfoot Publishing Company, 1998), 280.
zj Margaret Leech, Reveille in Washington: 1860-1865 (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1941), 254.

Ibad.
! The ten companies were mustered in as follows: Company A, 19 May 1863; Company B, 19 May; Company C,
June 8; Company D, June 14; Company E, June 17; Company F, June 21; Company G, June 25; Company H, June
27, Company I, June 28, June 29; Company K, June 30. See Hewett, 275-87.
** Gibbs, 50.
% These barracks were probably also used by the soldiers previously stationed on the island, and were likely built by
or for the first troops occupying the site in May 1861.
7 Gibbs, 50.
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ten, twenty-five cent pieces. Here comes the first Company (B), some 82 men, all blacks.
Certes we cannot find fault with the appearance of this crowd — negroes though they be.
They are manly enough, bright enough, look as if they had the soldier- stuff in them, look
hardy, patient many of them real handsome young fellows. The paying, I say has begun.
The men are marched up in close proximity. The clerk calls off name after name, and
each walks up, receives his money, and passes along out of the way. It is a real study,
both to see them come close, and to see them pass away, stand counting their cash —
(nearly all of this company get ten dollars and three cents each). . . The regiment
numbers today about 1,000 men (including 20 officers, the only whites). Now another
company. These get $5.36 each.”™ The men look well . . . Occasionally, but not often,
there are some thoroughly African physiognomies, very black in color, large protruding
lips, low forehead, etc. But I have to say that I do not see one utterly revolting face. Then
another company, each man of this getting $10.03 also.”” The pay proceeds very rapidly
(the calculation, roll-signing, etc., having been arranged before hand). Then some
trouble. One company, by the rigid rules of official computation, gets only 23 cents each
man. The company (K) is indignant, and after two or three are paid, the refusal to take
the paltry sum is universal, and the company marches off to quarters unpaid. 19 A nother
company (1) gets only 70 cents. The sullen, lowering, disappointed look is general. Half
refuse it in this case. Company G, in full dress, with brass scales on shoulders, looked,
perhaps, as well as any of the companies — the men had an unusually alert look. These
then are the black troops — or the beginning of them. Well no one can see them, even
under these circumstances — their military career in its novitiate — without feeling well
pleased with them.""

Less than three weeks later, noted abolitionist and journalist Jane Grey Swisshelm visited the 1st
USCT, and included her observations in a dispatch for Minnesota’s St. Cloud Democrat
newspaper.

July 21, 1863 .. . A regiment of colored troops are camped on the opposite side of the
Potomac near Georgetown . . . In addition to military tactics they are learning to read
and may be seen in the intervals between their drills, in little groups with primers and
spelling books conning over their lessons. People here are becoming accustomed to see
them in United States uniform, and they are more frequently hailed with signs of
approbation than with sneers of scorn. 102

8 Among other factors, payment increased according to length of military service. The soldiers of this company,
likely Company C, D, or E, had presumably been training for about a month, and therefore eamed a moderate sum.
% Based on the amount of payment, Whitman is referring to Company A, which, along with Company B, was the
first unit to be mustered into the regiment on 19 May 1863.

1% As Company K was the last company formed, less than two weeks before Whitman’s visit, these soldiers
received the least pay.

1 Walt Whitman, “Paying the 1st U.S.C.T.,” in Walt Whitman: Complete Poetry and Collected Prose, ed. Justin
Kaplan (New York: Literary Classics of the United States, Inc., 1982), 1182-84.

102 Tane Grey Swisshelm, Crusader and Feminist: Letters of Jane Grey Swisshelm, ed. Arthur J. Larsen (St. Paul:
The Minnesota Historical Society, 1934), 241, quoted in Gibbs, 55.
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The 1st USCT departed the island in late July 1863, only two months after the first companies
arrived in secret and suffered a racist attack.'” During this brief period of time, the men received
military training and helped temper an unreceptive, hostile citizenry. The black soldiers trained
on Mason’s Island served with distinction at the Battles of Chaffin’s Farm, Fair Qaks, and Fort
Fischer. Members of the 1st USCT also fought in the 24 May 1864 Union victory at Wilson’s
Whart, the only battle in Virginia, and possibly of the entire Civil War, in which nearly all the
Federal forces were African American. This victory proved that black troops were capable of
fighting on their own without extensive support from white soldiers. The regiment was mustered
out on 29 September 1865, with 185 men killed, and received an enthusiastic reception upon
their return to Washington on 8 October. A waiting crowd lined the Sixth Street wharf as the
regiment’s transport steamer docked.'® While most who turned out to welcome the returning
soldiers were fellow African Americans, who held a “just pride in the fame of their brethren,”
white Washington also took notice.'®® On 10 October the regiment was treated to an elaborate
banquet and paraded on the White House grounds. President Andrew Johnson reviewed the
troops and gave a thirty-minute address in which he thanked the men for their service.'” The
significance of the moment was not lost on the writers of the Boston Evening Transcript, who
recognized it as “one of the remarkable events of the present time,” and evidence that the nation
was proceeding toward the “perfect recognition of the democratic idea as applied to men of
every station, rank, and color.”%’

The departure of the 1st USCT from Analostan Island in July 1863 coincided with the first
compulsory draft imposed by the Federal government. Local conscription followed in early
August, but this time white troops reported to the island.'® While these men most likely received
some military training while stationed there, it was officially designated as a “draft rendezvous,”
evidently a place where men were initially accepted into the Army, inspected for physical
disabilities, and awaited assignment in permanent units.'® In early October, the 109th New York
State Volunteers arrived in Washington under the command of Colonel Benjamin Franklin
Tracy,110 and marched to the island from the B&O Railroad Depot.111 Their arrival had been
much anticipated by Private Lyons Wakeman of the 153d New York Regiment, who was
stationed in Alexandria, Virginia, as part of the defenses of Washington. Wakeman, whose real

'% Gibbs, 57.

'™ Ibid., 164.

105 «“The First Regiment District of Columbia Colored Troops: Their Welcome Home — Enthusiastic Reception —
They Will be Feasted Tomorrow,” National Republican, 9 October 1865, reproduced in Gibbs, 165.

1% Gibbs, 166-70.

107 National Republican, 13 October 1865, quoted in Gibbs, 167.

108 Netherton, “Delicate Beauty,” 45.

1% «“Army and Navy News: Board to Inspect Drafted Men,” Medical and Surgical Reporter, 16 January 1864.
191 1895, Tracy was awarded the Medal of Honor for his actions during the Battle of the Wildemess, fought 6
May 1864. According to the official citation, Tracy “seized the colors and led the regiment when other regiments
had retired and then reformed his line and held 1t.” Later in the war he was promoted to the rank of brigadier
general. He also served as Secretary of the Navy from 1889-93 under the administration of President Benjamin
Harrison, where he played an integral role in the formation of the modem United States Navy. See Benjamin F.
Cooling, Bewnjamin Franklin Tracy, Father of the American Fighting Navy (Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 1973).
U Mike High, The C&0 Canal Companion, updated ed. (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001),
“Updates and Errata: Falls Region, Mason’s Island,”

http:/~www . press. jhu.eduw/books/supplemental/canal/mileOmasonsisland html (accessed 29 October 2007).
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name was Sarah Rosetta Wakeman, had disguised herself as a man and secretly enlisted in the
Union Army in August 1862, using her earnings to help pay off her poor family’s considerable
debt. Around 13 October 1863, she hired a man from Georgetown to row her across the river to
the island, where she spent two hours visiting with her friend Henry Perry and her second cousin,
Perry Wilder, who were both serving in the 109th New York. In February 1864, the 153d New
York was sent to Louisiana, where Wakeman fought in the Battle of Pleasant Hill, her first
combat. When she died that May in a New Orleans military hospital, her gender was finally
discovered, but the staff chose not to reveal her secret, instead burying her under a simple
headstone inscribed with her assumed name.'?

In November 1863, 811 enlisted men and thirty-three officers occupied Mason’s Island.'"’ In
December, the numbers were 785 and thirty-seven, respectively.''* By January 1864, the military
population had dropped to 698 men and nineteen officers.'” Although these numbers probably
continued to decline, the 109th New York remained on Mason’s Island until March 1864.'16 The
draft rendezvous itself remained in operation until late April or early May, and for most of this
time the draftees were evidently allowed to live with their families on site. However, an order
given on 6 April 1864, barred all women and children from the island, most likely as a means of
encouraging the orderly relocation of civilians in advance of the closing of the draft
rendezvous.'!’

By May of that year, the island had been turned over for use as a temporary refugee camp to
serve the increasing numbers of African American refugees arriving in Washington, D.C. The
influx that had bolstered the region’s war economy and spurred the creation of the 1st USCT a
year earlier had by this time exceeded the government’s ability to adequately care for the
displaced former slaves. Established camps were overrun as existing resources proved woefully
inadequate. Freedman’s Village, located nearby on the former grounds of the Lee family’s
Arlington Estate, was the largest of all the camps, but even it became dangerously overcrowded.
Military authorities began diverting new arrivals to the recently vacated military camp on
Mason’s Island."'® The camp would continue for just over a vear, until its disbandment in June
1865, but in this short time it would undergo a drastic transformation.

Upon arrival on Mason’s Island, the refugees found shelter in the military barracks, but initially
were provided with little else to meet even their most basic needs. Supplies were scant at the
camps the government had planned on maintaining; the ad soc situation on Mason’s Island was

"2 Thid.

B U.S. War Dept., The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate
Armies, ser. 1, vol. 29 {(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1890), 523.

"9 Tbid., 608.

WS U.S. War Dept., The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate
Armies, ser. 1, vol. 33 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1891), 472.

6 Historian Nan Netherton references the January-March 1864 log book for Mason’s Island, which records that
Col. B. F. Tracy was the commanding officer of the camp. See Netherton, “Delicate Beauty,” 46.

17 Special Order 51, HQ Draft Rendezvous, Mason’s Island, 6 April 1864, Entry 3868, RG 110: Records of the
Provost Marshal General’s Bureau (Civil War), National Archives and Records Administration, College Park,
Maryland.

U8 Berlin et al, 63
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far worse. From the outset, the War Department planned on utilizing the island as an
employment depot for those freedmen capable of supporting themselves, a short-term stopover
until they found work and moved on. Given the transitory nature of the camp, accommodations
were deliberately spartan. Army officials blamed what they deemed to be commodious living
conditions at Freedman’s Village for its residents” reluctance to depart and make room for
incoming refugees. Consequently, they were determined to prevent a similar situation from
arising on Mason’s Island, lest comfortable facilities make the residents unwilling to seek outside
employmem‘[.119 Although this plan may have seemed reasonable in the abstract, it immediately
fell apart on the ground. Contrary to its original purpose, officials relocated former slaves to the
island regardless of their prospects of finding employment. By the time It. Colonel Elias M.
Greene, Chief Quartermaster for the Department of Washington, officially took over
management of the camp around 15 June 1864, it was already seriously overcrowded.'* Both
Greene and Reverend Danforth B. Nichols, the on-site superintendent who occupied the Mason
mansion, were overmatched.'”' Jammed with people and lacking many basic supplies, Mason’s
Island quickly devolved into a state of disease-ridden squalor.

With the government unable to adequately care for its charges, the Association of Friends for the
Aid and Elevation of the Freedmen stepped in to relieve what they recognized as the “great
suffering and destitution on Mason’s Island.”'** Organized in Philadelphia on 6 January 1864,
the Association of Friends was a sub-branch of the Quaker-based Religious Society of Friends,
with offices located throughout the northern states. For two centuries prior to the Civil War, the
Friends had been passionate social reformers, campaigning for temperance and anti-tobacco
controls, equal rights for women, establishment of mental health facilities, public education,
prison reform, fair and honest treatment of Native Americans, and the abolition of slavery.'?
Although the Emancipation Proclamation heralded an end to slavery in America, it also spawned
a vast refugee population largely lacking in its basic physical needs, education, and spiritual
guidance. The Society of Friends responded to all three concerns. Specifically, the newly formed
Association of Friends chose to concentrate its humanitarian efforts around Washington, D.C.,
believing that the most work could be accomplished by directing “its labors toward a single
community of the Freed-people.”** Much of these labors focused on Mason’s Island itself, '*°

"9 Tbid., 259.

20 Maj. E. H. Ludington and Maj. C. E. Compton to Col. James A. Hardie, Washington, D.C., 30 July 1864, Letters
Received, ser. 15, RG 159: Records of the Office of the Inspector General, National Archives and Records
Administration, Washington, D.C, quoted in Berlin et al., 337-44.

21 Nichols was a ranking member of the American Missionary Association, a benevolent society founded in 1846
that worked toward the elimimnation of slavery, the education of African Americans, the promotion of racial equality,
and the dissemination of Christian values. By July 1863 he had been appointed Superintendent of Freedmen for the
District of Columbia. See Danforth B. Nichols, “The Negroes near Washington: Official Report of Superintendent
Nichols,” New York Times, 9 August 1863.

2 First Anmual Report of the Board and Managers of the Association of Friends for the Aid and Elevation of the
Freedmen, with a List of Officers for the Year 1865 (Philadelphia: Merrihew & Son, Printers, 1865), 4.

3 Oliver S. Heckman, “Pennsylvania Quakers in Southern Construction,” Pennsylvania History 13, no. 4 (October
1946): 248.

M Eirst Aniual Report, 17.

123 In addition to the freedman’s camps at Freedman’s Village and Mason’s Island , several other camps were
located in the vicinity of Washington, including Camp Beckwith, Camp Rucker, Camp Todd, and Camp
Wadsworth. See Nichols, “The Negroes Near Washington.”
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By July the camp’s population had ballooned to nearly 1,200 people, more than half of them
children."? Early in the month, Louisa J. Roberts, a ranking member of the Association of
Friends, received letters describing the plight of the freedmen on Mason’s Island and shortly
thereafter set out to conduct a personal inspection.'*” Her letter back to Philadelphia described in
detail the miserable conditions she encountered, but also the efforts she had already made to
improve the situation.

The sights that met our eves were revolting. The quarters have been barracks for
soldiers, and are well ventilated and comfortable, so far as the buildings can make them;
but when that is said all is said. The poor inmates are destitute of every comfort, ragged
filthy, and lying on the floor; few of them having even straw. Nearly the half are sick, and
we could say actually dying for something they could eat. Raw meat, tainted by the
extreme warm weather, was lying in sight of poor creatures who were in the agonies of
death, and raw beans and salt pork and beef, that had been issued to those who were too
sick to prepare them for food, or to eat it if prepared by others, were scattered
everywhere. Piles of rags and dirty clothes lay in every corner, and af every place where
the poor sufferers found rest for their aching bones . . .

... I went to the person in command |[Nichols), and told him we would like to have a
place to prepare food for the sick, and that we had the day before found two women who
we believed worthy of trust, and would do whatever cooking was necessary.

He gave us one of the kitchens, put our two cooks on the payroll at $6 per month, had a
load of wood hauled, and gave us the control of as many men as we wanted. I undertook
the supervision of this deparitment, while Sally followed the doctor and his assistant
through the wards, with crackers and beef. The floors were scrubbed, and our cooks soon
had apples stewed and gruel made, and many a poor famishing creature was comforted.

1 then went into two of the barracks, and ordered all the children who could walk to be
taken down fo the river and thoroughly washed. Those who were too sick, I had bathed in
tepid water, of which there was plenty around a great round stove. Then to each clean
child we distributed clothing. We set our scrubbers to cleaning the houses; had lime
scattered all around the outside; and, feeling we had done all we then could do, we had
our buggy brought . . 128

Roberts concluded with a plea for donations of food and clothing, noting that the “exigencies of
the military service engross everything now.”"* This statement may have been intended as a
general reference to the constraints imposed by the war, or more specifically, the bolstering of
Washington’s defenses in light of Confederate General Jubal A. Early’s recent incursion into
Maryland. Early led an unsuccessful raid on Washington from 11-12 July 1864, and while

126 Berlin, et al., 259.

Y7 First Animual Report, 5.

128 1,quisa J. Roberts to the Association of Friends for the Aid and Elevation of the Freedmen, Camp Todd, Virginia,
July 1864, quoted in First Annual Report, 5-6.

129 Roberts to the Association of Friends, July 1864, quoted in First Annual Report, 7.
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Roberts does not mention the attack in her letter, an article published in the Liberator newspaper
two months later recorded that, ““At the time of the late raid, every man and boy on Mason’s
Island was summoned forth, and a fort was thrown up which was called Fort Greene.”"°
Although the article does not provide any context for this report, the short statement seems to
reference Early’s unsuccessful attack, as at the time all available soldiers were redeployed to the
city’s northern boundary, almost certainly leaving the camp’s residents to defend the island
themselves. Any fortification resulting from such circumstances would have necessarily been
makeshift and temporary, and the fact that no Fort Greene appears on any area defense maps
supports this conclusion. Additionally, this “fort” was clearly named after Lt. Colonel Greene,
and it was not common military practice to designate forts after the local quartermaster. Since at
least April 1864, however, the area encompassing Freedman’s Village had been informally
known as Greene Heights, as the colonel had helped establish the settlement the previous May.'*!
Fort Greene was therefore most likely also an informal title and it does not appear in any known
military or civilian records.

Following a brief stay in Philadelphia, Roberts returned to Mason’s Island on 21 July 1864,
bringing with her 447 donated garments valued at $484.1% By this time the Association of
Friends had also appropriated $250 for relief efforts and sent teacher Sarah Anne Cadwallader to
the island in preparation for establishing a school there.*" Upon her arrival, Roberts was
dismayed that the island was more crowded than she had left it a week before, and that the
measles had broken out among the women and children. Conversely, she was pleased to find that
“the promiscuous herding together of men and women had been forbidden,” that incidences of
other diseases were declining, and that the opening of a hospital had been sanctioned."® Her
primary concerns centered on the continuing difficulties of providing adequate clothing and
food. The government had not furnished clothing or bedding, and the freedmen relied on their
own fires to keep them warm at night, which, despite the season, Roberts described as unusually
cold. She also noted that, including the clothing she had arrived with, one thousand garments had
been distributed, “yet one scarcely sees the good they have done.”* Food was an even larger
problem than clothing. Although there was a sufficient quantity available, indeed “abundance
even to wastefulness,” cooking the food proved much more difficult than obtaining it.'*” Most
distressingly, each of the barracks, which housed some 100 people apiece, contained at most two

130 «A Freedman’s Village,” Liberator, 16 September 1864,

BID B. Nichels to Lt. Col. Greene, 2 April 1864, enclosing Diagram of Freedman’s Village, both enclosed in Lt.
Col. Elias M. Greene to Maj. CH. Raymond, 25 May 1864, Letters Received, ser. 360, Colored Troops Division,
RG 94: Records of the Adjutant General’s Office, 1789s-1917, National Archives and Records Administration,
Washington, D.C., image reproduced in Berlin, et al., 335.

B2 1ouisa I. Roberts, “Extracts from a Report Offered to Friends® Association for the Aid and Elevation of the
Freedmen,” Friends’ Intelligencer, 18 August 1864.

33 In addition to a narrative account of the Friends’ work at Mason’s Island, pages 21-24 of their First Annual
Report contain an item-by-item breakdown of all goods donated to the camp from 20 July 1864 to 4 January 1865.
Each entry typically notes the date of donation, the type and amount of each item, and the total value of the
shipment. Ttems range from basic goods such as clothing and crackers to much-needed hospital supplies to more
lweurious novelties including gingerbread and blackberry syrup.

B First Animual Report, 8.

33 Roberts, “Extracts from a Report.”

56 Thid.

57 Thid.
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spiders or Dutch ovens with which to bake bread.'*® Although these few cooking tools were kept
constantly in use, they were wholly inadequate to meet the demand. Instead, many people made
do any way they could, such as rolling up their bread dough and baking it in the ashes of a fire.
Others simply went hungry. Appalled, Roberts purchased nine additional ovens, and brought up
the need for additional cooking facilities with Lt. Colonel Greene. He apologized, but claimed
that any such improvements would take time. A frustrated Roberts wrote to her colleagues in
Philadelphia asserting that the “poor colored dependents must wait until they (the soldiers) are
served. Meanwhile they are dying for the bare necessities of life.”?

Roberts also described a fluctuating camp population. Despite being inundated with sick,
incapacitated adults and young children, the island began to take on its intended role as an
employment depot. National Archives microfilm M 1902 includes a forty-six-page register of
freedmen departing Mason’s Island from its inception in May 1864 through its closure in July
1865.""" While many of the departing freedmen were hired out to work in and around
Washington, others, often in groups of a dozen or more individuals, were sent much farther to
waiting employers in New York, New England, and the Midwest. Roberts herself returned to
Philadelphia with thirty women and children, and noted that “three times the number might have
found good homes.”"" Many other freedmen, including groups of children, set out on their own.
The register only records that they had “gone to do for themselves.” Given the dangers inherent
in such a decision, the choice to leave alludes to the terrible conditions at the island; even the
unknown was apparently preferable to one more day in camp.

In addition to Roberts’ return to the island on 21 July, two Army officers also arrived that day
under orders from Secretary of War Edwin Stanton to conduct an official inspection. The
inspectors, Major. E. H. Ludington and Major C. E. Compton, largely echoed Roberts” earlier
reports in their description of the camp’s condition, although with considerably less compassion:

We found dirt and disorder reigning supreme. The people were tumbled into barracks
without classification, and this, too, in face of the theory that only those were kept upon
the Island who were candidates to go out to service. We found infirm, disabled, sick and
children here in numbers — just as they had arrived in fact. If we are to credit the
statements of contrabands, men and women were thrust in the same barracks, and slept
on the floor promiscuously. Our ears were assailed with all sorts of complaints — mostly
about want of clothes; non-payment of wages for their time passed in utter idleness; those

U8 A spider is a large, usually cast iron, frying pan with a rounded bottom, long handle, and three legs. The overall
appearance 1s vaguely organic and 1s believed to account for the pan’s name. Historically, spiders were used in
fireplaces or over open pits, as the legs enabled the cook to place the pan directly over the hot coals. See Alice Ross,
“There’s History in Your Frying Pan,” The Joumal of Antigue Collectibles (January 2001):

http://www _joumnalofantiques.com/hearthjan01 htm.

¥ Roberts, “Extracts from a Report.”

0 As is commeon throughout period documents, the camp is erroneously labeled as Mason’s Island, Virginia, on the
register despite being located within the boundaries of Washington, D.C. See “Register of Freedmen Departing
Mason’s Island, VA, May 18, 1864 — July 18, 1865,” in National Archives Microfilm M1902: Records of the Field
Offices for the District of Columbia, Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1865-1870, roll 19,
slides 536-82, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C.

11 Roberts, “Extracts from a Report.”
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not being so well situated as those in the Village, the crowded conditions of the barracks;
the want of a hospital; the refusal of Lt. Col. Greene to furnish them transportation to
visit their friends in the village, and the like. We thought their only well-founded
complaints those about the barracks and hospital. Lt. Col. Greene's excuses for this state
of things are annexed marked “Exhibit A. vl

“Exhibit A” consists of a letter from Greene contending that he had designated men from
Freedman’s Village to clean and reorganize the camp at Mason’s Island, but that they had been
reassigned before completing the task.'*? When the inspectors returned a week later, they found
that this work had been carried out in the interim. The barracks were clean, the infirm sent to
recuperate at Freedman’s Village, the sexes separated, and the hospital established.'** Overall,
they determined that the “present condition of the island is as good as circumstances will admit.”
Nevertheless, Ludington and Compton favored closing the camp and recommended that all
residents be removed “as soon as prac‘[icable.”145 This contention stemmed in large part from an
obvious lack of faith in the officials charged with the freedmen’s well-being.

At Mason’s Island we discovered the worst of faults — that of general mismanagement,
resulting from incapacity or negligence. The Superintendent here, Dr. Nichols, made
upon us an unfavorable impression as to capacity, and despite the excuses of Lt. Col.
(reene, we consider the condition in which the island was first found to be so disgracefil
as to demand the removal of Dr. Nichols. '

Despite this condemnation, Nichols remained. Greene did not. On 29 August 1864, he was
formally relieved as Chief Quartermaster for the Department of Washington, and in September
transferred to the western theatre.”” As this new posting was significantly less desirable than his
position in Washington, the transfer was likely a punishment for his perceived
mismanagement.'*® Regardless of whether or not Greene was actually to blame for the appalling
state of the Mason’s Island camp, conditions improved dramatically after his departure. Although

12 Ludington and Compton to Hardie, quoted in Berlin et al., 339.

13 Berlinetal, 345 n. 2.

1 Dr. Amon C. Taber, a surgeon and Union Army recruiter, was in charge of the hospital on Mason’s Island. He
later served with the 20th U.S. Infantry in Lowisiana, and upon his death in 1891 was remembered as a “well-known
and highly-respected citizen of Washington.” See “Death of Dr. Taber,” Washington Post, 22 November 1891.

3 Ludington and Compton to Hardie, quoted in Berlin et al., 340, 344.

“Ibid., 343.

YWU.S. War Dept., The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate
Armies, ser. 1, vol. 43 {Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1893), 899; Berlin et al., 260.

8 While the deplorable conditions on Mason’s Island almost certainly spurred Greene’s removal, he also faced
harsh criticism regarding the management of Freedman’s Village and the government’s freedmen-operated farms
outside Washington. Ludington and Compton went so far as to accuse him of reinforcing the erroneous belief of
some former slaves that the government would simply support them indefinitely without requiring serious work.
Irrespective of the situation on Mason’s Island, his fellow officers do not appear to have held Greene in high regard,
with the exception of Quartermaster General Montgomery C. Meigs, who routinely defended his subordinate’s
policies. Finally, several months after he left Washington, Greene was accused of embezzling money from the
Contraband Fund, the general account from which the costs of running the various camps were drawn. While this
charge was never pursued, it nevertheless raises concerns regarding Greene’s character and whether he really did
provide the best possible care for the freedmen on Mason’s Island. See Berlin et al., 259-60.
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Colonel John A. Elison replaced Greene as Chief Quartermaster for the Department of
Washington, much of the authority regarding the freedmen had already been delegated earlier in
the month to Captain Joseph M. Brown, assistant quartermaster and later chief of the new Bureau
of Freedmen and Government Farms.'*® Brown would continue in this role under Elison and bear
primary responsibility for the condition and management of all Washington-area camps.

In August, the Association of Friends sent Margaret Preston to the island to work as nurse at the
newly constructed hospital, 0 where, despite the efforts of the staff, a lack of adequate medical
supplies resulted in the deaths of 118 freedmen in that month alone.'*! The Friends responded by
establishing a sanitary committee comprising Roberts and seven additional members, and
appropriated $500 for their use in purchasing the much needed supplies.152 Following receipt of
the supplies, the death rate on the island was more than cut in half, with sixty deaths recorded in
September.'>® According to the Liberator, the hospital was an “absolutely model one,” well-
ventilated, neat, clean, and employing a kind, competent staff to treat the thirty patients
convalescing there. Moreover, as the camp was “supplied with cows which hail from rebeldom,”
the hospital population received ten gallons of milk per day."** The cows also provided enough
milk for fifty families from the general camp population, signifying a marked increase in the
quality of their diet. Finally, a Sunday school had been set up in William A. Bradley’s former
dancing saloon, described in the article as a piazza “on the one side™ of the Mason mansion.
Each week a white priest, likely Rev. Nichols, held services in the morning and an African
American preacher did so in the afternoon.'*

Roberts returned with fellow Friend Margaret Griscom on 23 September, and was generally
impressed by the condition of the camp. The hospital was well-supplied, the barracks clean, and
the freedmen in significantly better health. Her most pressing concern became the lack of potable
water on the island, as the only source remained John Mason’s original well. Moreover, those
wishing to draw water were responsible for supplying their own rope and bucket, with
“wrangling and contention” frequently breaking out as a result. Anvone who could not acquire
these items by begging or by force was obliged to drink from the impure water filling the marsh
or that of the river itself, an activity which was responsible for much of the remaining incidences
of sickness and death on the island. Roberts purchased additional buckets and made a special
request of Elison to locate another source of drinking water, as the entire population of the
1sland, “teachers and all,” suffered as a result of the current situation.!®

" Thid., 260, 344-45.

Y0 First Anmual Report, 9, “Extracts from Second Annual Report of Friends’ Association of Philadelphia for the Aid
and Elevation of the Freedmen,” Friends Infelligencer, ca. May 1866.

131 16t 1.t. Kilbumn Knox to Col. James A. Hardie, Washington, D.C., 13 October 1864, Letters Received, ser. 15, RG
159: Records of the Office of the Inspector General, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington,
D.C., quoted in Berlin et al., 350.
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133 Thid.

136 Louisa J. Roberts to Association of Friends for the Aid and Elevation of the Freemen, 13 October 1864, quoted in
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This suffering was, however, slight when compared to that which the freedmen had already
endured. Entire families had been devastated. Roberts and Griscom met with several mothers
who had watched helplessly as every one of their children died. As this was Roberts” third
humanitarian mission to the island, she knew many of the survivors, and wrote with earnest
sympathy that “wives, husbands, children, with tearful eyes, answered my inquiries after their
companions, with these words, ‘Dey is gone to de graveyard.””"”” She also reported that many of
these deaths were caused by scurvy, a disease caused by Vitamin C deficiency due to a lack of
fruits and vegetables in the diet. However, she was optimistic about a new program by which
surplus rations were sold and the proceeds used to supply vegetables for the camp.'® Roberts
and Griscom returned to Philadelphia in October, bringing with them fifteen men, women, and
children,ltstgle Association of Friends having obtained their lodging and employment in
advance.

That same month 1st Lieutenant Kilburn Knox conducted a second military inspection of the
camp. He reported that the rations were all of good quality, except for the “Indian meal,” which
was “musty and sour.” Moreover, the government had begun furnishing “good and substantial”
clothing with a fixed price set on each article by the Quartermaster Department and reimbursed
through the Contraband Fund. Wood was also issued for cooking, washing, and other such
purposes. Given the improved conditions, the island’s death rate continued to decline, with only
eleven deaths recorded from 1-13 October. Although the water supply remained limited, a
second well was currently being dug, and in Knox’s opinion would supply sufficient water for
use by the camp. He also mentioned that a guard of twelve soldiers was stationed on the island
under the command of a sergeant, and that they were in place primarily to prevent freedmen
from “straying around the country at their leisure,” rather than as protection against an external
threat.'® A group of soldiers from the Veteran Reserve Corps had been reported on the island
that September, and Knox was most likely describing the same troops.'®* They are probably the
soldiers who appear in two ca. 1862-64 photographs of the island (Figures 10 and 11).

Knox also provided a description of the camp itself, the only such written account on record. The
camp contained seven barracks, all comfortable and in good repair. Six measured 100° long x 20°

37 Roberts to Association of Friends, 13 October 1864, quoted in First Annual Report, 11.

138 War Department General Order 30, 25 January 1864, defined the so-called “contraband ration” as ten ounces of
pork or bacon, or one pound of fresh beef per day; one pound of corn meal five times per week, and one pound of
flour or soft bread, or twelve ounces of hard bread, twice per week. Unfixed, smaller amounts of beans, peas,
hominy, salt, sugar, vinegar, and potatoes were to be distributed “when practicable;” along with soap and candles.
Women and children were also authorized to receive roasted rye coffee or tea. See U.S. War Dept., The War of the
Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, ser. 3, vol. 4 (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1900), 44-45.

1% Roberts to Association of Friends, 13 October 1864, quoted in First Annual Report, 12.

180 K nox to Hardie, quoted in Berlin et al., 251.

161 A Freedman’s Village.” The Veteran Reserve Corps, originally the Invalid Corps, was a military reserve unit
within the Union Army comprised of partially disabled or otherwise infirmed soldiers who were still fit for light
duty, thus allowing greater numbers of able-bodied troops to engage in active combat. Soldiers of the Veteran
Reserve Comps were typically employed behind the front lines as cooks, orderlies, nurses, or as was the case at
Mason’s Island, guards. For more information on Veteran Reserve Corps, see U.S. War Department, The War of the
Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, ser. 3, vol. 5 (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1900), 543-68.
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wide, while the seventh was about 150° long x 30° wide, the same dimensions as the hospital
building. Another building functioned as the camp’s commissary depot, presumably operated by
an employee of the Quartermaster Department whom Knox identified as “Commissary of
Subsistence for the Camp.” Six smaller buildings housed “offices, guard rooms, and etc.,” with
at least one likely servicing the camp clerk, also an employee of the Quartermaster Department.
“All these buildings,” Knox continued, “were built as Barracks for the use of Colored troops.”™
He noted the camp was “about to erect another building,” to be used as a school room and
meeting }11(6);1se, and that after the onset of winter the freedmen could fill the island’s “fine, large™
icehouse.

In most respects, Knox’s description coincides with a ca. July-October 1864 plan of the camp
drawn by the Quartermasters Department (Figure 12).!®® Nevertheless, omissions and
discrepancies exist between the details of the two accounts. While the plan includes seven
barracks, labeled as contraband quarters, each is listed at 101° x 20°-6”, corresponding to Knox’s
description of six of the barracks but not the final, larger structure. Moreover, the plan depicts
the hospital as comprising two separate, identical structures, while Knox specifically referenced
a single, well-ventilated “hospital building” administered by the Medical Director of the
Department of Washington.'® However, the 16 September Liberator article and Robert’s report
of 13 October both refer to the island’s “hospitals.”'®’ This use of the plural suggests that the two
separate hospital buildings shown in the plan may have been actually been in place, especially
since by this time the facility was also receiving patients from Washington and Georgetown in
addition to caring for the camp residents.'®® The six smaller buildings mentioned by Knox do
appear on the plan, although the guard house, which is shown to the far west of the camp at
river’s edge, is not one of them. Two are listed as employees’ quarters, likely for the clerk and
commissary workers, and the rest as the superintendent’s office, teacher’s quarters, surgeon’s
and steward’s quarters, and a final building reserved for “lunatic patients and attendant.” Knox’s
“large, clean™ icehouse appears on the plan as an old icehouse, re-appropriated as a
storehouse.’®” A 30° x 607 masonry school is also included in the plan. Abutting the east facade
of the Mason mansion, it fits the description of the former dancing saloon-turned-Sunday school
reported in the Liberator the month before. This school and a few additional structures shown on
the plan, the laundry, stable, small icehouse, and three small quarters, are left out of Knox’s

152 Knox to Hardie, quoted in Berlin et al , 349-51. Although Knox states that the buildings were built for the use of
the 1st USCT, if the reports of the 1861-62 Army occupation of the island are correct, the regiment may have
actually occupied existing buildings constructed for the use of the soldiers previously stationed there.

13 This four month range is extrapolated from the buildings shown in the plan. While it includes the hospital,
established in late July, it does not include the upcoming school room and meeting house mentioned by Knox, which
was erected by early November. The plan is also color-coded, with masonry structures shaded gray and wooden
structures brown. Regarding erection of the new school, see Helen G. Longstreth to the Education Committee of
Friends™ Association for the Aid and Elevation of the Freedmen, Philadelphia, 9 November 1864, reprinted as
“Report of a Visit to Mason’s Island and Camp Wadsworth,” Friends’ Intelligencer, 17 December 1864.

184 Knox to Hardie, quoted in Berlin et al., 349-50.

185 « A Freedman’s Village,” Roberts to Association of Friends, 13 October 1864, quoted in First Annual Report, 11
186 R oberts to Association of Friends, 13 October 1864, quoted in First Annual Report, 11.

167 Likely built by William A. Bradley, with the remainder of the masonry structures dating to John Mason’s
ownership of the island.
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report altogether. The four sinks included on the plan were most likely latrines, although one
may represent the location of the island’s second well.

Friends Helen G. Longstreth and James Mott next visited Mason’s Island on 4 and 6 November
1864. They noted that it had recently become a “Government reception camp,” but did not
explain the significance of this designation. The camp’s condition continued to improve, and
Longstreth was happy to report that, ““The sanitary arrangements are good. Cleanliness is
apparent throughout, and it is evident that the sanitary officer does his duty. He has the floors of
the barracks cleaned every day, and there is no rubbish or offal to be seen on the premises.”
Even more impressively, only four patients were receiving treatment at the hospitals despite the
fact that the second well was still under construction.'® The new school room, however, had
been completed, and Longstreth described it as “large, well lighted and ready for the stoves
which are promised this week.” "’ Although she did not indicate its location within the camp, the
fact that Longstreth, as well as Knox, used the term “school room,” rather than school house or
school, implies that it was not a free-standing structure but rather an addition to an existing
building. During the 1936 HABS investigation, architect Stuart Barnett documented the
remnants of a 56°-3” x 18°-3” brick addition to the south of the Mason mansion’s central block
(Figure 5).'"" As this addition is absent from the ca. July-October 1864 plan of the camp, it
postdates the drawing and is in all likelihood the new school room described by Longstreth.'’
She also noted the discontinuance of a school taught by Superintendent Nichols’ daughter, which
had presumably met in the former dancing saloon. This decision placed all of the children under
the care of the Association of Friends, and while it is unclear whether or not the closure was
planned to coincide with the completion of the their new school room, Longstreth was confident
that the present group of approximately 100 students could all be accommodated in this
“commodious” space.

During their stay on the island, Longstreth and Mott visited every barrack and talked with the
residents. While Louisa J. Roberts encountered death and disease seemingly everywhere upon
her first visit, Longstheth and Mott now found a camp population whose greatest hardship
appeared to be boredom. After observing that most people simply sat “listlessly around the
stoves, evidently suffering for want of something to occupy their time,” the Friends received
permission from Captain Brown to establish an industrial school so that the freedmen could be
employed in making new and mending partially worn clothing. The Friends agreed to supply the
necessary teachers while the government would provide a suitable location and furnish cut

168 «“Report of a Visit to Mason’s Island and Camp Wadsworth.”

1% 1 ongstreth uses the plural, further indicating the presence of more than one hospital building,

0 «Report of a Visit to Mason’s Island and Camp Wadsworth.”

1 1 abeled “Later Addition™ in Figure 5.

2 This addition was almost certainly not constructed after the mid-nineteenth century, as the island and mansion
fell into an escalating state of disuse and disrepair (see below, section e. Absentee Ownership and Ephemeral Use:
1865-1899). The absence of the addition on the plan and the unlikelihood of its construction after the Civil War-era
combine to create a very short time period during which the addition could have been built. Further, the only
construction known to have occurred on the 1sland during this time was the new school room. Given the available
evidence, the most reasonable conclusion 1s that the south addition to the Mason mansion was purpose- built as the
Friends” school room from late October to early November 1864.

173 “Report of a Visit to Mason’s Island and Camp Wadsworth.”
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clothing. Brown, however, stated that he was unwilling to make any “costly outlays,” as the
camp would probably be closed soon “on account of the unhealthiness of the island during
several months of the year.”'”* In addition to occupying their time, learning valuable skills, and,
depending on the quality of the product, the possibility of earning pay, Longstreth felt the
industrial school would benefit the freedmen by preparing them for the coming day when they
would have to be self-sufficient. In her words, “the idea of labor would be associated with their
carliest experience of a life of freedom.” " A letter written on 23 November by one of the
teachers on Mason’s Island explained that the conventional school was performing well, holding
day and night sessions with over sixty children as well as some adults. The industrial school had
also recently started up, with a girls’ sewing class held every Tuesday and Thursday.'™

Although not discussed in their official report, Longstreth and Mott were not the only visitors to
Mason’s Island in early November. Sojourner Truth, a leading African American abolitionist and
later a pioneering women’s rights suffragette, had come to Washington, D.C., that fall to meet
with the area’s freedmen and to seek an audience with President Lincoln. While Truth did have
at least one meeting with Lincoln, held at the White House on 29 October 1864, and remained
active within the area’s community of freedmen until at least 1866, details regarding her specific
whereabouts and activities during this time are scant. Historian Nell Irvin Painter contends that
Truth’s “first stop™ after arriving in Washington was at Mason’s Island, but provides no specific
date for her visit to the camp. Y7 While Truth may have traveled to the island before meeting with
Lincoln, she definitely did so afterward. Years later, during an 1879 interview, she recalled that
Lincoln “wanted me to see to the colored people at Arlington Heights and Mason’s Island, where
they came running in and died like cattle.”™® A short letter written by Truth on 3 November
1864 shows that she was indeed on the island in the days immediately following their meeting,
but offers little insight into the purpose of her visit, only noting that the freedmen “are all
delighted to hear me talk. I think I am doing good. I am needed here.”'” However, she did note
that Superintendent Nichols secured her a comfortable room at his house, the former Mason
mansion, and that he treated her very kindly during her stay. Truth also alluded to her future
plans, commenting that she would likely remain on the island throughout the winter while going
out to visit the other camps nearby.

A second, longer letter written by Truth on 17 November also contains a few lines relating to her
time on the island: “T went to Mason’s Island, and saw the freedmen there, and held several
meetings, remained a week and was present at the celebration of the emancipation of the slaves
of Maryland, and spoke on that occasion.”'® While these short snippets of information are
obviously too brief to produce a complete picture of Truth’s time on Mason’s Island, she appears

" Thid.

75 Thid.

6 First Anmual Report, 23.

" Nell Irvin Painter, Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1996), 210.

% Chicago Daily Inter-Ocean, 13 August 1879, quoted in Nell Irvin Painter, “A Memorial Chapter,” in Narrative of
the Life of Sojourner Truth: A Bondswoman of Olden Time, with a History of Her Labors and Correspondence
Drawn from Her Book of Life, 1884 ed., by Olive Gilbert (New York: Penguin Books, 1998), 237.

1 Sojourner Truth to Amy Post, Mason’s Island, Virginia, 3 November 1864, quoted in Dorothy Sterling, We Are
Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1997), 253-54.

180 The emancipation of slaves in Maryland occurred on 1 November 1864
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to have filled the role of inspirational leader, meeting with the freedmen, giving speeches, and in
general providing encouragement to the refugees. A former slave herself, she had grown into an
accomplished orator and national icon, and was therefore in an ideal position from which to
encourage others during their difficult transition into freedom. Despite her earlier intention to
continue on at the island, she accepted a commission issued her on 1 December 1864 by the
National Freedmen’s Relief Association of New York to serve as their counselor at Freedmen’s
Village. The following vear, she served in a similar position at the District of Columbia’s
Freedmen’s Hospital, the only major medical facility serving the city’s black popula‘[ion.181
Finally, Truth led a campaign to enforce the 1865 law mandating desegregation of the
Washington streetcar system, routinely running down and forcing herself aboard cars that
refused to stop for her. On one occasion a conductor tried to ¢ject her after she had successfully
climbed aboard, and displaced her shoulder in the attempt. The Federal government furnished
Truth with a lawyer, the conductor was fired, and soon thereafter she remarked that the “inside of
the cars looked like pepper and salt.”'®

After only a few months, Mason’s Island bore little resemblance to the squalid refugee camp of
the previous summer. The munificent work of the Association of Friends provided for the
freedmen’s physical, educational, and spiritual needs, and Sojourner Truth had oftered a
welcome source of encouragement. Even the Federal government, which initially offered little
more than excuses and apologies, now supplied food, clothing, and some basic supplies. There
was, however, another, much more controversial aspect to this remarkable turnaround. After
being placed in charge of all Washington-area freedmen in early August 1864, Captain Brown
began an aggressive policy of hiring out adults and apprenticing minors designed to substantially
reduce the number of former slaves supported by the government.'® Seeking to send “as many
as possible” freedmen to the north, he worked with the Association of Friends and other
benevolent societies to secure their transportation, employment, and lodging.'** In pursuing this
objective, Brown was not especially selective regarding the circumstances by which freedmen
departed the camps. Licutenant Knox was particularly critical of Brown’s standing policy of
allowing freedmen to leave Mason’s Island whenever their friends applied for them, arguing they
should only be allowed to depart after Superintendent Nichols was satisfied that they could
support themselves and not become a public burden. As Knox disdainfully noted, Brown’s goal
appeared “to be to get rid of these people in any way; often by throwing them upon the
community at large.”'® Moreover, Brown afforded the freedmen little choice regarding where
they were sent, to whom they were hired out, and the type of work that they were expected to
perform. Healthy adults were strongly encouraged, if not forced, to accept employment when it
was offered them. Brown swiftly and severely dealt with any apparent disobedience, on one
occasion instructing a camp superintendent to imprison several uncooperative laborers in the

81 Painter, Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol, 214-15.

¥ Gilbert, 126.

1% Derlin et al., 260.

184 Capt. I. M. Brown to Lt. Col. I. H. Taylor, Washington, D.C., 6 December 1864, Letters Received, RG 107:
Records of the Office of the Secretary of War, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C.,
quoted n Berlinet al., 525-26.

%5 15t .t. Kilbumn Knox to Col. James A. Hardie, Washington, D.C., 18 October 1864, Letters Received, ser. 15, RG
159: Records of the Office of the Inspector General, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington,
D.C, quoted in Berlinet al , 351-52 n.
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guard house on a diet of bread and water, and informing him that “vou, not they will decide
when they are to work and when not.”'%

Family members were often separated as healthy freedmen, especially strong males, departed,
but the young, aged, and infirm remained behind. As an employment depot, this situation was
particularly prevalent on Mason’s Island. Of the 1,182 freedmen present on 26 July 1864, the
camp housed 149 men, 418 women, and 615 children.'®” While the overall camp population had
been reduced to nearly one-quarter this size by 13 October, the demographics remained
strikingly similar. Of the 410 resident freedmen, there were forty-one men, 160 women, and 209
children (106 boys and 103 girls).'* Moreover, the practice of apprenticing children without
their parents’ consent was rampant and widespread throughout the camp system. The former
slaves railed that depriving them of their autonomy, or that of their children, completely
contradicted emancipation, but the Lincoln administration was fearful of undermining a small
but growing antislavery sentiment in the south and so did not generally interfere.” On 5
November 1864, while visiting Camp Wadsworth, another Washington-area camp located near
Langley, Virginia, Helen G. Longstreth noted with dismay that the “present policy of the
Government is to find homes for all children of suitable age to bind out,” and that in order to
prevent being separated from their children, many parents simply took them and fled the
camps.’” So many children departed Camp Wadsworth in this way that enrollment at the camp’s
schools plummeted and the Friends transferred one of the teachers, Lydia T. Atkinson, to
Mason’s Island, “where our school has been so greatly increased.””! While Mason’s Island did
house a disproportionately large number of children, apprenticeships occurred there too.
However, with their parents hired off at a greater rate and the Potomac River functioning as a
formidable barrier, families could not even flee the camp to avoid being separated.

This division of family members was emotionally traumatic, but as the case of nine-year-old
Carter Holmes shows, it could also prove extremely dangerous. Holmes had been on Mason’s
Island during the summer of 1864 before being apprenticed to a Maryland farmer who had
agreed to provide the boy with food, clothing, and schooling in exchange for his labor. Instead,
Holmes endured three years of abuse before fleeing to Washington to seek the aid of the
government. In a letter dictated by Holmes on 22 April 1867, he explained that not only did his
new master refuse to clothe or send him to school, but on several occasions whipped him without
justification. Moreover, the farmer’s wife had once hit him on the head with a shovel when he
could not fix a pot on a cook stove to her satisfaction. Holmes pleaded to be reunited with his
mother and father, whom he thought were in the city, but was instead placed in an orphanage.'”*
Given the climate of the time, there were almost certainly other freedmen departing Mason’s

1% 5 A Holmanto O. G. Besley, 10 December 1864, vol. 66, p. 88, Press Copies of Letters Sent, Requisitions, &
Receipts, ser. 528, Asst. Quartermaster & Disbursing Officer, D.C. Asst. Comr., RG 105: Records of the Bureau of
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C.,
quoted in Berlinet al., 261.

¥7 1 uddington and Compton to Hardie, quoted in Berlin et al., 339.

1% Knox to Hardie, 13 October 1864, quoted in Berlin et al., 350.

1% Berlin et al., 496-97.

%01 ongstreth to Education Committee.

191 Thid.

192 Berlinetal , 347
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Island who, like Holmes, were later deprived of just compensation or mentally or physically
abused. Designed to remove the maximum number of freedmen from government care, Brown’s
policies imposed little scrutiny on prospective employers, and no oversight at all after the hiring
occurred. In the south, newly freed blacks occupied much the same position in society as they
had as slaves, and many whites drew little distinction between the two. Even in the north, racial
equality was the exception rather than the norm, and racially motivated violence was not
uncommon, especially where African Americans began outcompeting poor whites for available
jobs.

Captain Brown faced a prodigious challenge in managing the Washington-area freedmen’s
camps. To his credit, he inherited a deplorable situation on Mason’s Island, and although never
an ideal site, the living conditions quickly and dramatically improved under his tenure.
Moreover, Brown’s regimen appears tame when compared with other proposals for running the
camps. Majors Luddington and Compton went so far as to recommend that all African American
men at least fifteen years of age be hired by the government and sent either to serve in the
military or enroll in civil employment. Any women, they believed, who could not find immediate
employment around Washington should be sent to any part of the country where their labor was
in high demand, taking along their children under four years of age. Any children from four to
fourteen vears of age were to remain in Washington to be educated.'”” While families were
inevitably broken up under Brown’s system, this was not an absolute certainty in every case, and
the sheer number of freedmen fleeing the South necessitated that the Federal government take
decisive action in finding them private employment. Conversely, had a more severe policy been
adopted in line with the recommendations made by Luddington and Compton, family members
would have been systematically separated as a matter of procedure.

Ethical considerations aside, Captain Brown realized that until the population on Mason’s Island
was reduced to a manageable size, conditions there would not improve. Given its role as an
employment depot, hiring out the freedmen was the most reasonable and effective method of
bringing about this decrease. Whereas on 26 July 1864, the camp housed 1182 residents, this
number had already been reduced to about 800 by August and further reduced to 500 by the end
of September.194 As discussed above, by the time Lieutenant Knox arrived on the island on 13
October, the entire population numbered only 410. As the number of deaths occurring on the
island steadily decreased during this period (118 in August, sixty in September, and eleven thus
far in October), they accounted for a progressively small percentage of the overall population
decline. Conversely, the number of freedmen hired out remained proportionately high, with 222
departing in August, 177 in September, and forty-eight in the first two weeks of October.'”” This
wholesale reduction in the camp’s population likely proved at least as important in improving the
physical conditions on Mason’s Island as the charitable assistance given by the Association of
Friends. At a population of near 1,200, the Friends could really only hope to keep the freedmen
alive. As that number decreased, however, they were able to make the camp a much more
hospitable place for those residents who remained.

1% 1 uddington and Compton to Hardie, quoted in Berlin et al., 343-44.
% Knox to Hardie, 13 October 1864, quoted in Berlin et al., 350.
193 Thid.
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At the beginning of the year 1865, the camp population had been reduced to nearly one-quarter
its original size, and its residents enjoyed a significantly better quality of life than those who had
preceded them a few month before. The Association of Friends recognized that while feeding
and clothing the freedmen was the necessary first step in their transition from slaves to
functional, self-supportive members of society, such a transformation would largely hinge on
their access to a basic education and training in a trade. Without the knowledge and skills
necessary to advance their place in society, the freedmen would remain at the mercy of their
former masters. Consequently, throughout 1865 the Friends directed their efforts almost
exclusively to the establishment and support of schools.'”® Due to the large number of children
on Mason’s Island, the Friends stationed three teachers there, Lydia T. Atkinson (who had
recently departed Camp Wadsworth), Sarah A. Cadwallader, and Sarah E. Lobb. The industrial
school was well-supplied by a package sent from the Friends on 4 January containing five
pounds of woolen knitting yarn, shoemaker’s tools, lasts,””” and “one lot of sole leather.”'*® Over
the next six months, the women and girls sewed many garments and also made bed ticks for use
in the hospital.'” The men and boys were trained in cobbling®” and mat-making, the latter under
the instruction of a workman known as “Uncle Cain.”*"

Despite the continued success of both schools, the Friends became concerned early in the year
over a renewed unhealthiness about the camp. In March they dispatched two members to
investigate the matter and inquire into the possibility of removing the population to another
location. Upon their return to Philadelphia, they reported that the sickness had substantially
decreased, but there was also a high likelihood of closing the camp in the near future.?** A
complete record of deaths at Mason’s Island exists for the period February-June 1865, and these
records bear out the unhealthy state of the camp as alluded to by the Friends.?*® The reports for

196 “Txtracts from Second Annual Report.”

971 asts are shoemaker’s tools, usually carved from wood, that serve as working molds, over which the shoes are
made.

% First Annual Report, 23.

1% Bed ticks were simple, sturdy fabric bags filled with straw, leaves, or other readily available materials. A bed tick
could be laid on a cot or bed frame to serve as a mattress, or used as rudimentary bed on its own. Although the
industrial school produced these particular bed ticks for use in the hospital, they would have been the logical choice
for all freedmen on Mason’s Island due to their low cost and relative ease of construction.

29 Although it is not known how many pairs of new shoes were made at the industrial school, the ca. May 1866
“Hxtracts from Second Annual Report™ notes that the freedmen repaired fifty-two pairs.

201 Teacher on Mason’s Island to Association of Friends for the Aid and Elevation of the Freedmen, 23 November
1864, quoted in First Annual Repori, 14-15.; “Extracts from Second Annual Report,” ca. May 1866. “Uncle Cain,”
was most likely a former slave, as male and female freedmen were often referred to as Uncle and Aunty, a custom
carried over from slavery. Although in many instances these names were used with genuine affection, they were still
largely pejorative terms. During Truth’s meeting with Abraham ILincoln the president addressed his signature in her
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notation, but her friend and fellow activist Lucy N. Coleman took great offense over Lincoln’s use of what she
considered a derogatory term. See Suzanne Pullon Fitch and Roseann M. Mandziuk, Sojourner Truth as Orator:
Wit, Story, and Song (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1997), 24.
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2 The register records each death in chronological order with every entry listing the name of